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FOREWORD 


India is a land of many religions. Almost every second person 
whom we meet is different from us in his/her religious beliefs and 
practices. In such a religiously pluralistic society encounter between 
various religions is unavoidable and even necessary at times. It is very 
common in our country that people belonging to one religious 
community invite the people of other religious communities to share 
their joy while celebrating their religious festivals and ceremonies. They 
exchange greetings and participate in common festive meal. Though 
they differ from one another in their approach to God and belief systems, 
they mutually accept and respect one another as persons. Here religion 
has become a means for unity and religious pluralism is understood 
and appreciated as ‘unity in diversity’. In this context, dialogue among 
religions can certainly play a vital role in India. The need for such 
dialogue may be understood in three ways, namely, common origin, 
common journey and common goal. 


In general all religions accept that there is only one God who is 
the origin and end of everything in the universe. There is no such thing 
like Hindu love, Muslim love, Christian love etc. God is always one 
and His love is extended to all indiscriminately. Therefore when we 
call ourselves brothers and sisters, we see our roots in the Fatherhood 
of one and the same God. This is well expressed in the Vedic literature, 
“Ekam Sat Vipra Bahudha Vadanti” — ‘Truth is one, but the wise speak 
of it variously’. Therefore there is always a possibility for people of 
different religions for common experience of oneness of humanity. In 
this sense Inter-Faith Dialogue serves as a Unifying Force. 


God wants everyone to be saved. It is for this reason He manifests 
Himself in various ways, in various forms and at various times. Religions 
are the outcome of human response to God’s self manifestation. Though 
there are differences in thought pattern, symbols and nituals, all religions 
try to unravel the mysteries regarding God, meaning of life, problems 
of evil, predestination, sufferings of the innocents common destiny of 
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man etc. This common pursuit of all religions makes it clear that there 
is every possibility for mutual learning and enrichment between religions 
in order to arrive at the fullness of truth. In this sense, Inter-Faith 
Dialogue is a common journey of like minded people in search of the 
ultimate goal of human existence. 


The ultimate destiny is understood in different ways by different 
religions as Moksha, Mukti, Nirvana, Liberation, Heaven etc. This 1s 
considered to be the end of all sufferings and beginning of Etemal Bliss. 
The ultimate goal of all religions is not only the attainment of happiness 
in the life to come, but also the attainment of happiness here and now in 
the terrestrial life. The Hindu concepts like “Vasudaiva Kutumbakam” 
~ ‘divine family’, “Ram Rajya” — ‘Kingdom of Rama’, “Sarvodaya’’— 
‘uplift of all’ etc. refer to this happy and peaceful life on earth. The 
Christian understanding of the “Kingdom of God” resembles the same 
idea. Jesus came to announce the Kingdom of God and invited everyone 
to contribute towards its inauguration. It is a kingdom where conflicts, 
violence, injustice and discrimination are replaced by social justice, 
harmony and communion. Here Inter-Faith Dialogue is a call for 
collaboration among the believers of all faith communities for building 
up a just society. 


Hence dialogue among religions is essential for better 
understanding, spiritual enrichment and active cooperation. It will not 
only eliminate religious fanaticism and misuse of religious sentiments 
but also provide respect for religions and religious freedom. It is to 
achieve this end, Catholic Bishops Conference of India has established 
a special Commission for Interreligious Dialogue with a full time 
secretary. In collaboration with other Inter-Faith Centres and religious 
organizations, the Commission is conducting numbers of programmes 
for the promotion of religious harmony, human development and 
national integration on the basis of religious and moral values. 


In order to celebrate meaningfully the 2000th birth anniversary 
of Jesus Christ, the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India, under the 
caption Yesu Krist Jayanti-2000 has undertaken number of programmes 
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for self renewal and the renewal of relationship with the people of other 
faiths. One of the major programmes envisaged was national Inter-Faith 
Assembly (Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998). During the first 
Executive Meeting of Yesu Krist Jayanti-2000 held at Bangalore on 
10th September 1996, CBCI commission for Dialogue was entrusted 
with the responsibility of organizing the National Inter-Faith Assembly. 


Directors of Interreligious Centers, representatives from 
religious and secular institutions, voluntary organizations, social service 
societies, youth associations etc. gave their full support for the success 
of the Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998. Resource papers were very 
inspiring, and the participants were very cooperative and creative in 
their contribution. NBCLC director and the staff took special interest 
in looking after the spiritual and material needs of the participants. We 
sincerely thank all of them for their valuable and committed service. 
From the outcome of the Sammelana it is very clear that Inter-Faith 
Dialogue is sure to become a “Mass Movement” in India. 


Rev. Dr. A. Suresh 
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MESSAGE FROM 
HIS EMINENCE CARDINAL FRANCIS ARINZE 


Pontificium Consilium 13.11.1998 
Pro 

Dialogo Inter Religiones 

00120 Citta Del Vaticano 


Message to the participants at 
Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998, 
Bangalore, India 28-30 November 1998 


Your Excellency, Bishop Gali Bali, Eminent leaders of 
different religious traditions, 


On behalf of the Pontifical Council for Interreligious 
Dialogue I am pleased to send you this message on the 
occasion of Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana, Inter-faith Dialogue 
in the world at the threshold of the Third millennium. May 
God abundantly bless your efforts to come closer in dialogue 
and to continue to collaborate for harmony and peace in 
India and beyond. 


The Catholic Church is deeply committed to dialogue 
between religions. In his annual message for the 25th 
World Day of Peace, His Holiness Pope John Paul II said, 
“Interreligious contacts;.. now seem to be obligatory paths, 
in order to ensure that the many painful wounds inflicted 
over the course of centuries will not be repeated and 
indeed that any such wounds still remaining will soon be 
healed. Believers must to work for peace, above all my 
personal example of their own right interior attitude, 
which shows outwardly in consistent action and behaviour” 
(“Believers United in Building Peace”, Ist January 1992 
# 6). 


Your meeting takes place while Christians throughout 
the world, and in particular the Catholics, are preparing 
to celebrate 2000 years of the birth of Jesus Christ, Our 
Saviour and Lord. Pope John Paul II, in the letter which 
he wrote explaining and proposing the celebration of the 
Yesu Christa Jayanti, Underlined in today’s context 
interreligious dialogue as a sign of hope. Dramatic crises 
are not lacking in the world of today but people belonging 
to different religious traditions, each on their respective 
religious paths, can work together to give increased hope 
to humanity. 


Please accept my good wishes for this timely initiative. 
I would like to end the message with this beautiful promise 
of Jesus: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be 
called sons of God” (Mathew 5:9). 


Sd/- 

Cardinal Francis Arinze, 
President 
Pontifical Council 
for Interreligious Dialogue 
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RELEVANCE OF INTER-FAITH DIALOGUE IN 
TODAY’S CONTEXT 


A Message from the Sage of Kanchi 
His Holiness 
Jagadguru Sri Jayendra Saraswati Swami 
Sankaracharya of Sri Kanchi Kamakoti Peetam 


November 28, 1998 


The Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India’s Commission 
for Inter-Faith Dialogue have organised this Sarva-Dharma 
Sammelana as part of their “Christ 2000” celebrations. The 
celebrations seek to highlight the fact that Christianity 
was founded 2000 years ago. 


The Vedic Sanatana Dharma has been in existence 
since times immemorial. Nobody knows when or who 
founded it. Nobody knows what was there before the Vedic 
period. India’s ancient Rishis heard the Vedas from the 
Supreme Almighty Himself and taught it to their disciples. 
Sanatana Dharma, thus, has had no beginning. As what 
has no beginning cannot, and will not; have an end, 
Santana Dharma will continue for ever and ever. 


This timeless and endless Sanatana Dharma has 
withstood the viccissitudes of time. It must be remembered 
that at one time, Sanatana Dharma was the only faith in 
the entire world. It is the only faith to show the way of 
life, to show the righteous path for millions of years. Its 
uniqueness lies in appreciating that there could be different 
routes to the Divine goal. 


If you alight from a train at Bangalore railway station 
and come out of the platform, you are likely to be besieged 
by several persons, each wanting to transport you to your 
home. The man with a cycle rickshaw, the person with an 
auto-rickshaw, the taxi driver; perhaps, a man with a 


Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 15 


horse-driven carriage and, may be, buses, private or 


government-owned, might be vying with one other to drive 
you to your destination. 


Some of the vehicles may have to take a round about, 
circuitous route, as some streets would be open only for 
one-way traffic. In the ultimate analysis, all have the same 
goal of helping you to reach your destination. That is the 
purpose of which they surround you. Despite the availability 
of all these vehicles, you might decide to take the shortest 
route and walk home. Reaching the destination is the aim 
of one and all. That is also the aim of religions of the world. 


That being so, there is no need to change the path one 
has already chosen, especially when it is a well-known 
path that has been used for millions of years. There can 
be no room for hatred towards a person following a 
different path or faith. 


Unity in diversity has always been a unique 
characteristic of Santana Dharma. Wisdom lies in 
‘developing the spirit of tolerance. It is the spirit of 
tolerance in the votaries of Vedic Sanatana Dharma that 
is the reason for so many faiths surviving in this country. 
Not only faiths like Christianity and Islam, which took 
birth outside India, but also those that appeared locally, 
like Buddhism and Jainism, have been able to make their 
presence felt. 


All religions guide us towards salvation, the ultimate 
goal of life. In fundamentals like devotion to God, speaking 
the truth, respecting elders and helping the needy, there 
is no difference between one religion and another. 


The difference between religions is mainly in regard 
to certain doctrines and practices which are the outcome 
of varying experiences of each religious leader. If a person 
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follows the teachings of his religion, he is bound to obtain 
salvation. There is absolutely no need for extolling one 
religion or decrying another. 


The Sanatana Dharma way of life seeks the welfare of 
all the people — Sarvejano Sukhino Bhavanthu. It speaks 
of the Universe as belonging to one family — Vasudeiva 
Kutumbakam. It speaks of Devi Parvati and God 
Parameshwara as Jagat Pitaroha. Sri Adi Sankara, the 
greatest philosopher the world has known and who is the 
founder of the Sri Kanchi Kamakoti Peetam 2500 years 
ago, also referred to Maatacha Parvati Devi, Pitha Devo 
Maheswara. Thus, we are all children of one God. All 
religions agree that there is only one God and that the goal 
is the same. 


There is just one force behind all of us. It is just one 
energy that operates diverse-looking objects like the bulbs, 
the fans, the grinders, the washing machines, the radios 
and the television sets. It is the unseen electricity that 
causes all the objects to function. Similarly, there is only 
one Supreme God who beckons the people of all religions. 


India has been attracting the people of other countries. 
They have made vast strides in Science and Technology. 
But that has not brought them satisfaction or happiness. 
They have declared that they have to look to India for 
spiritual guidance, to seek things that are far beyond. 


It is not enough to hold such meetings for a day or two 
and forget all about it later on. What is important is the 
follow up action. Such conference will be meaningful only 
if the basic purpose of all faiths are reiterated. The people 
must be made to follow the tenets of the religions. 


Unfortunately, because of wrong concepts propagated 
by some, atheism has also become one way of life. Atheism 
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has no place in a human being’s life. When man cannot 
create even a small insect, it ill-behoves of him to deny the 
very existence of God. The leaders of all religions must 


endeavour to root out atheism. 


The leaders of different faiths and their followers 
should not act in such a manner as to make the Government 
and other people suspicious of their intentions. It is such 
ill-advised behaviour that causes strains. 


Violent means of achieving one’s ends must be 
discouraged. There is no place for extremism, or any 
concept that preaches violence. Every effort must be made 
to wean the people away from violence. 


Because of the need to tackle those advocating violence, 
a lot of burden is cast on the governments. Money spent 
to contain extremism could be used for understating 
developmental activities that could help the people. 


The good old family system is also under great strain. 
The joint families are disintegrating fast and aged persons 
have none to take care of in their last days. Divorces and 
broken marriages are also on the increase. Religious leader 
must address themselves to tackle this sorry state of 
affairs and protect the family system. 


Extravagance in the life style is again a cause for 
concern. Simple living must be advocated and the need to 
help those in distress must be stressed. 


All religions must keep away from political parties. It 
is such parties that create differences where there are 
none and fish in troubled waters. There is very little virtue 
in most of the political parties. In their efforts to capture 
the seats of power, the political parties have divided the 
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people, without giving any thought to the welfare of the 
people or the country. 


There are many social evils that must be tackled 
expeditiously if mankind has to survive. Drug abuse, 
spread of AIDS and such other menaces are serious 
problems that have to be attended to immediately. 


I do hope that this Sammelana will ponder over these 
issues and take suitable masseurs. 
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MESSAGE FROM SWAMI RANGANATHANANDA 


Ramakrishna Math 
P.O. Belur Math 

Dist. Howrah 

West Bengal - 711 202 
21 October 1998 


My dear Reverend Dr. Suresh, 


I received your letter of 17th October enclosing details 
of the programme of the Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998 
to be held in Bangalore in November end. 


You have asked me for a “Message of Blessings” and 
I gladly do so herewith. 


There is great need to spread the message of Sarva- 
Dharma-Samabhava, Sarva-Dharma-Maitri in the multi- 
religious society of India, and even of the whole world. It 
has been the running theme of the 5000 years of history 
of India. Mouryan emperor Ashoka’s rock inscription in the 
3rd century B.C., even today visible on the way to Junagarh, 
Saurashtra, contains this message. If any one accepts a 
form of religion and disparages another man’s religion, he 
does harm to his own religion for, in religion; ‘harmony or 
concord is alone right and proper.’ The simple text is: 
Samavaya eva sadhuh. Much earlier, in the Rg Veda, 
occurs a verse which says: Ekam sat viprah bahudha 
vadanti ‘Truth is one, sages call it by various names’, 
which, Swami Vivekananda considers, has influnced the 
whole subsequent history of India; and in the modern age Sri 
Ramakrishna also said, after his long experience in the field 
of worlds’ religions: ‘Yato math tato path’ As many religions 
so many pathways to God’. 


Elimination of religious, or what they call in India, 
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communal, conflicts in India is going to be a great 
achievement; and the second conflict waiting to be 
eliminated, is caste conflicts such as what occurred in the 
southern district of Tamil Nadu recently. 


These two achievements will make Indian democracy 
strong and capable of achieving the other pressing problem 
of poverty elimination. 


I convey my love and blessings for the complete 
success of the souvenir and of the proceedings of the 
conference. 


Yours in the Lord, 
Sd/- 
Swami Ranganathananda 
President 
Ramakrishna Math & 
Ramakrishna Mission 


Reverend Dr. Suresh 
Executive Secretary 
Commission for Dialogue 
CBCI Centre, 1 Ashok Place 
New Delhi-110 001. 
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MESSAGE FROM VEN. BHIKKHU KASHYAP 


Jagdeo Path 
Ashoka Bouddha Vihar Centre 
Baily Road, Patna-800 014. 


With immense pleasure I feel delighted to learn that 
CATHOLIC BISHOPS’ CONFERENCE OF INDIA is hosting 
two hundred delegates from different religions and faiths 
all over the country to attend the National Inter-faith 
Assembly at Bangalore on 28-30 November, 1998 organized 
by the commission for Interreligious dialogue indeed with 
a keen enthusiasm to promote the noble cause of religious 
harmony and co-operative action and I on my behalf and 
on behalf of the Buddhist Community sincerely greet and 
congratulate wishing this*occasion a success. 


May Lord Buddha bless you all and shower boundless ° 
loving kindness to every one and all of us irrespective of 
class, creed, colour and sex. 


All of us know that the religions are many but the 
theme is one. Fountains are many but the fountain’s head 
is one like the branches are many but the tree is one. We 
are like the trees of one orchard and fruits of one tree and 
flowers of one garden. Let us forget, forgive and ring out 
from all kinds of prejudices in the name of religion as if 
you boil down all the religions the residue will be the same 
and hence we must do what we like to be done by. We must 
behave, respect and honour every one high or low to fill 
their hearts and mind with thoughts of loving kindness 
and wish them peace, bliss and all happiness and devote 
our all earning, learning, wisdom and intellect in promoting 
religious harmony and co-operative action for the ‘welfare 
and harmony of oneness of the mankind. 

Sd/- 
Ven. Bhikkhu Kashyap 
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MESSAGE FROM MANJIT SINGH - JATHEDAR 


Takhat Sri Kesgarh Sahib 
Sri Anandpur Sahib (Ropar) 


God’s benevolence towards mankind is never ending. 
He has been kind to us in sending a host of Prophets and 
Messengers. And we can not tell with certainty about the 
first and the last in the series. They are part of the common 
heritage of mankind. They have something special to tell 
to the men from different cultural traditions and religious 
persuasions. Living traditions continue influencing the 
men and matters throughout the world. See for example 
most effective operationalisation of Christ’s ‘Sermon on 
the Mount’ by a Hindu statesman known as M.K. Gandhi. 
The sight of peaceful suffering of lathi blows by the sword 
carrying Sikhs during the Gurdwara Reform Movement 
had moved C.F. Andrew’s, a Christian Missionary, that he 
saw Christ in all of them. 


I am convinced that Inter-faith dialogues and 
conferences are the need of the present day world. It.is a 
moral duty of all religious leaders to educate their co- 
religionists about the commonality of the ultimate 
commitment of all the religious prophets. One religious 
group declaring war on another militates against the spirit 
of religion. The Tenth Sikh Preceptor had declared that all 
men despite their seeming dissimilarities partake of one 
and the same spirit. The Christians and Sikhs, though 
small minorities in India are destined to make contribution 
to the development of composite culture of India. Holding 
of Interreligious Dialogue is befitting manner of celebrating 
the 2000th Birth Anniversary of Jesus Christ. I wish the 
organisers every success. 


Sd/- 
29-10-98 Manjit Singh 
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MESSAGE FROM THE NATIONAL SPIRITUAL 
ASSEMBLY OF THE BAHA’IS OF INDIA 


Baha’i House 
6 Canning Road 
New Delhi-110001 


To 
Most Rev. Gali Bali 


Chairman 
Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana-1998 


On behalf of the Baha’i Community of India, we take 
pleasure in sending our joyous felicitations to all who are 
gathered in Bangalore, 28-30 November 1998, for the 
Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998 organized by commission 
for Dialouge, Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India. The 
theme of “Religious Harmony and Co-opérative Action” 
chosen to prepare the multitudes of people who are part 
of a still larger celebration of Yesu Krist Jayanti 2000 is 
indeed highly appropriate. “Be anxiously concerned with 
needs of the age ye live in, and centre your deliberations 
on its exigencies and requirements.... The earth is but one 
country and mankind its citizens,” is the call raised by 
Baha’u’llah over a century ago. 


The Baha'i Community hopes that this Multi-Religious 
Convocation will further strengthen the bonds of unity 
amongst the diverse people of India. Surely, the purpose 
of religion is to promote harmony and provide spiritual 
impetus for the advancement of civilization as we know it. 


We wish the organizers and all the participants great 
success in their deliberations at the many sessions of the 
Conference. . 


National Spiritual Assembly 
of the Baha’is of India 
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ISLAM 


Islam was propagated almost Sifteen hundred years ago hy the 
Prophet Muhammed (peace be upon him), who lived a simple 
life in the arid deserts of Arabia and rallied together all those 
who sought a meaning in life. 


He prayed: 


“O Allah! I ask of Thee qualities which move 
Thy Grace and forgiveness. I ask of Thee 
protection from doing harm to anyone and I 
ask of Thee the chance of doing good to every 
one... 


“O Allah! I ask of Thee steadfastness in every 
pursuit. I ask of Thee the intent for good action 
and power to thank Thee for Thy benevolence 
and to render Thee devoted service. | ask of 
Thee the tongue that speaketh truth, and the 
mind that erreth not and the gift of true fellow- 
feeling. I seek Thy refuge from the evil of 
everything that Thou knoweth; and I ask of 
Thee the good that lieth in everything that 
Thou knoweth; and I seek Thy refuge from 
every sin of which Thou hast knowledge. And 
verily, Thou knowest all that we cannot know. ” 


Dr. Ali Khwaja 
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CHRISTIANITY 


1 John_4:20-21 


If someone says he loves God. but hates his fellow man, ‘he is 
a liar’ for he cannot love God whom he has not seen, if he does 
not love his fellow man, whom he has seen. 

The Command that Christ has given us is this: 

‘Whoever Loves God Must Love His Fellow Man Also’ 


Prayer: 


Lord, help us all of different faiths 
to carry the light of your divine spirit in the world. 
. That, we may never cast gloom over any heart. 
May your holy radiance shine in our faces, and find . 
expression, through our words and actions. 
Grant unto us, the power, to cheer and comfort, 
the distressed and bring your blessings, to all lives 
that touch our lives. Amen. 


—~ Mr Patrick Castelino 
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SIKHISM 
Ramkali Mahala 5 


One calls Him Rama, another Khuda 

Some call him Gosain. some Allah 

He is all - powerful bountiful, beneficient and merciful 
Some go to Hindu bathing place (Holy places) 

Some to Macca: (Haj Pilgrimage) 

Some perform the Hindu rituals of worship, 

Others bow down in Namat 

Some read the Vedas: other the Koran; 

Some wear blue and some are robed in white (Hindu wear) 
Some are called Turk (Synonymous with Muslims) 

other Hindus 

Some covet Bishist (The Muslim Paradise) 

Some Swarga (the Hindu Heaven) 

Saith Nanak; He who has understood God's Commandments 
Alone knows His ways (His mysteries, His all prevadingness) 


Mr HS. Bhatia 
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JAINISM 


Oheisance to the worthy souls 

Obeisance to the Liberated souls 

Oheisance to the preceptors (Spiritual guides) 
Obeisance to the Spiritual Teachers 

Obeisance to all the Saints in the world 

This five-fold obeisance 1s destructive of all sins and is 
the formest amongst all the auspicious, 


Auspicious are the worthy souls 

Auspicious are the Liberated souls 

Auspicious are the Saints | 
Auspicious is the Religion preached by the worthy souls 
Supreme in the world are the Worthy Souls 

Supreme in the world are the Liberated Souls 

Supreme in the world are the Saints. 

Supreme in the world is the Religion preached by worthy Souls 
I seek protection with the worthy souls 

I seek protection with the Liberated souls 

I seek protection with the Saints 

I seek protection with the Religion preached by the Worthy 
Souls. 


I forgive all living beings 
May all living beings forgive me 
I bear friendship towards all beings. 
I bear enmity towards none. 
~ Dr. FL. Vardya 


A recceeih pce nisin siete neceltiaen at ceaeinsadiia aati 
36 Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 


ZOROASTRIANISM 


Doa Tandarosti (Avesta) 


Come in this house of mine, you who are righteous, 
satisfied, of righteous approach, free from deception, and warmly 
welcomed. This household may now become elevated, righteous, 
powerful, (with) happiness, glory and splendour. Long enduring 
greatness to this religion that is of Ahura (revealed) to 
Zarathushtra. 


Existence on account of knowledge in household may now 
become swiftest, swiftest in righteousness, swiftest in the strength 
of righteous men, swiftest (in the spread) of Ahura’s religion. 


Here may come the righteous, good, brave, holy farohars. 
(bringing) righteous remedies to reach wide as the earth, long 
as the river and high as the sun, for fulfilling the wishes of the 
morally good, offering resistance to evil and for increasing the 
lustre and glory (of the place). 


In this house may obedience destroy disobedience, 
friendship-unfriendliness, generous giving - miserliness, 
humbleness - vanity, truthfully spoken word - falsely spoken 
word (anything) violating the righteous order. 


Dastur Nadirshah P. Unvalla 


High Priest of Parsi 
Bangalore 


Seance nen 
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BAHA’?ISM 


‘Abdu’l - Baha 


O Thou who art turning thy face towards God! 
Close thine eyes to all things else, and open them 
to the realm of the All-Glorious. 


Ask whatsoever thou wishest of Him alone; 
seek whatsoever thou seekest from Him alone. 


With a look He granteth a hundred thousand hopes, 
with a glance He healeth a hundred thousand incurable ills, 
with a nod He layeth balm on every wound, 


with the glimpse He freeth the hearts from the shackles of grief. 


He doeth as He doeth, and what recourse have we? 
He carrieth out His will, He ordaineth what He pleaseth. 


Then better for thee to bow down thy head in submission, and 
put Thy trust in the All Merciful Lord. 


— Mrs. Tuba Munje 


| amen 
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Words of Welcome by Most Rev. Gali Balt 
Chairman Yesu Krist Jayanti-2000 
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His Excellency Khurshed Alam Khan 
Governor of Karnataka gives the Inaugural Address 
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Most Kev. Michael L. Fitzgerald 
gives the Keynote Address 


Most Rey. Alan de Lastic, President of CBCI 
gives the Presidéntial Address 
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WORDS OF WELCOME 


MOST REV. GALI BALI, 
Bishop of Guntur 
and 
Chairman, 
National Commitee, Yesu Krist Jayanti-2000 


Dear Friends, 


I] have the honour and pleasure of welcoming all of you to 
this National Inter-Faith Assembly i.e. Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 
1998 which is organized on the occasion of Yesu Krist Jayanti 
- 2000. First of all I would like to thank you for the openness 
and good will with which you have accepted our invitation to 
participate in this Assembly. We are indeed very grateful to Fr. 
Suresh the Secretary of the Commission for Inter-Faith dialogue 
of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India for taking so much 
trouble to organize this convention. 


The great historian Arnold Toynbee said “The meeting and 
dialogue among religions will have to be counted among the great 
happenings of the 20th Century”. Today more than ever the world 
religions, in spite of the differences that separate them, are called 
upon to make their contribution to the birth of a World that is 
more human, more just and more fraternal. After having seen 
frequently the cause of divisions, all religions would now like to 
play a decisive role in the building of World Peace. We are fully 
aware how in our own country religions have been the cause of 
so much animosity, social discrimination, injustice, hatred and 
blood-shed. Hence our meeting here in a spirit of fraternal 
dialogue and co-operation should stir the conscience of the nation. 
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We come together with our weaknesses, divided and yet united 
‘n our common desire to work for peace and harmony. We say 
to the Lord. ‘Lord, if you do not build the house, the builders will 
labour in vain’ (Ps 127). 


I am sure this Inter-Faith Assembly will provide us spiritual 
enrichment. There is a difference between religion and spirituality. 
Religion denotes the differences, the historical diversification 
while spirituality points to the underlying harmony among 
religions. Spirituality is the essence or the basis on which 
religions are built. The genuineness of our spirituality is proved 
not by how comfortable we are with those who are like us, but 
by our ability to think and feel for those who differ from us. This 
is integral to the teachings of Jesus Christ who taught his disciples 
to love their enemies and to pray for those who persecute them. 
Dialogue would promote liberation of authentic spirituality from 
alienating religiosity. 


The ultimate concern of any religion is integral liberation. 
Hence the liberative concern should be the meeting point in our 
dialogue; the social, economic and cultural factors of alienation 
have to be examined and collaborative action will be required to 
deal with various issues. The principle of the primacy of 
Orthopraxis over Orthodoxy holds good for interreligious 
relationships. 


To be able to communicate meaningfully in dialogue we have 
to speak the language which the other person understands 1.e. in 
the context of his religion and culture. In other words we should 
avoid asking wrong questions. It is said that Jawaharlal Nehru 
had in his first cabinet a Minister who did not know how to speak 
English properly. At parties this Minister was very shy to talk to 
those sitting near him particularly if they were women. Jawaharlal 
told him one day that it was absolutely impolite for him not to 
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talk to the persons sitting on his left and right sides, particularly 
if they were ladies. At the next party, this Minister took courage 
and decided to talk. It so happened that on both sides he had 
ladies. So he turned to the lady on his left side and politely asked 
her, “Are you married?” She said “No.” 


Then he asked her “How many children have you?” The 
annoyed woman gave him a stern look. Realizing that he had 
made some mistake, he turned to the woman on the right side and 
very courteously asked “How many children have you?” She said 
“Two”. Then he asked her, “Are you married?” He got another 
stiff look. The Minister was a respected man, his intentions were 
good, the ladies were decent, but everything was spoilt by putting 
the wrong questions. 


The Holy Father Pope John II in his opening address to the 
leaders of World Religions gathered at Assisi on 27th October 
1986 said, “The fact that we have come here does not imply any 
intention of seeking a religious consensus among ourselves or of 
negotiating of our faith convictions. Neither does it mean that 
religions can be reconciled at the level of a common commitment 
in an earthly project which would surpass them all. Nor is it a 
concession to relativism in religious beliefs, because every human 
being must sincerely follow his or her upright conscience with the 
intention of seeking and obeying the truth. Our meeting attests 
only — and this is its real significance for the people of our time 
— that in the great battle for peace, humanity, in its diversity, must 
draw from its deepest and most vivifying sources where its 
conscience is formed and upon which is founded the moral action 
of all people”. The Pope here calls upon us to pool all our 
spiritual resources to build up peace and harmony in the World. 


Mahatma Gandhi said, “I read and get all my inspiration 
from the Geetha, but I also read the Bible and the Quran to enrich 
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my own religion”. Thus all of us can draw upon our resources 
and enrich one another by mutual sharing. In this context, what 
the late president Zakir Hussain said sounds very meaningful “If 
the spirit of the sermon on the mount, Budda’s philosophy of 
compassion, the Hindu concept of ahimsa and the passion of Islam 
for obedience to the will of God can combine, then we shall see 
generated the most potent influence for world peace” (preface to 
world religions and world peace. Boston Beacon press 1968 p.x.). 


The dialogue of leaders can be symbolic and promotional. 
The dialogue of specialists can enlighten the path to be taken. The 
dialogue of the masses gives basis to daily relations and reciprocal 
collaboration. Let us therefore hope and pray that dialogue in our 
country may become a Mass movement to build up our nation in 
solidarity, peace and harmony. | wish you all an enriching and 
fruitful meeting. 


sa Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 


INAUGURAL ADDRESS 


HIS EXCELLENCY KHURSHED ALAM KHAN 
Governor of Karnataka 
“Religious Harmony and Co-operative Action” 


Rev. Alan de Lastic, Rt. Rev. Michael L. Fitzgerald, 
Rev. Gali Bali, distinguished invitees, ladies and gentlemen. 


It is my privilege to be in your midst today to participate in 
the Inaugural session of Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana-1998, 
organized on the occasion of “Yesu Christ Jayanti-2000’. The 
theme you have chosen for this Sammelan ‘Religious Harmony 
and Co-operative Action’ is both appropriate and timely. 


India is a composite nation, it is a vast country embracing 
in herself people of different religions, cultures, languages and 
castes, each one proclaiming its identity. At the same time ‘Unity 
in Diversity’ is something unique to India. Mutual understanding, 
respect for one another’s views and interests, admiration of 
diversity are necessary to build a healthy society. History has 
proved beyond doubt that unless we learn to live in harmony 
respecting each others faith, religions and sentiments we will not 
survive as a nation. We have a duty to preserve and honour our 
precious cultural heritage, no matter where it has come from, our 
culture is a synthesis of all that is good. In the words of Maulana 
Abul Kalam Azad “Eleven hundred years of common history have 
enriched India with common achievements, our language, our 
poetry, our literature and culture, our art, our dress, our manners 
and customs, the innumerable happenings of our daily life 
everything bears a stamp of joint endeavour’. 


All religions have basic unity at the deeper level of spiritual 
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experience, in the sphere of moral and ethical heritage or in their 
teachings of service to suffering humanity. In fact truth 1s the basis 
of all religions, although it may be described in various ways. The 
main idea of humanism leads to the same and ultimate truth. For 
instance, in Hindu religious philosophy it is said that all are but 
a part of the Universal Soul. Swami Vivekananda explaining 
Hindu religion said “I am proud to belong to a religion which has 
taught the world both tolerance and universal acceptance. We 
believe not only universal tolerance, but accept all religions as 
true”. Similarly, the first Surah in Quran Al-fateha refers to God 
as Rab-ul-Alamin or Lord of Universe. It does not confine him 
to Muslims alone. 


In the second surah “Al Baqara” it has been impressed that 
it is not mere professing of one’s creed, but righteous conduct, that 
is true religion. Christian virtues of love and compassion are 
universal and not confined to Christians only. Further the Lord’s 
prayer says “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those that 
trespass against us. Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us 
from all evil.” The spirit of tolerance and liberalism in Buddhism 
denounces social distinctions between man and man. Equally, 
humanity and compassion are the main features of Buddhism. 
Similarly, Jainism places emphasis on non-violence, understanding 
and viewing oneness in all living beings. Guru Nanak’s ideals are 
no different from other religious reformers. We must remember 
that foundation stone of the Golden Temple was laid by a Muslim 
sufi Mian Meer Shah. 


We thus see the similarity, with truth as the basis of all 
religions, though the rituals, religious languages are different. 
Therefore different religious philosophies, religious tenets 
necessarily complement each other 


But some people having vested interest and selfish motive 
use the religious feelings of people for narrower gain, to reap 
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personal benefits at the cost of humanity. Fundamentalism, fanatism 
and conflict for supremacy are cancerous to a growing society 
which develop ill-will, hatred and victimize innocent people in 
the name of religion. Fissiparous tendencies sown by communal 
fundamentalism spoil the real purpose of religion and act against 
the interest of a religion. When all great religion taught 
truthfulness, compassion and aimed at the universal well being 
where is the conflict? Why there should be mutual distrust and 
suspicion between different religions? Mutual respect, enlightened 
and broader interpretation of religion is the real meaning of 
secularism. 


The underlying principal that emerges from a study of India’s 
long history is that we are deeply spiritual and secular. It is our 
inherent spirituality that finds expression in a secular way of life. 
This is the centuries old ethos of India — true spiritualism which 
finds a flowering in true secularism. Our concept of secularism 
is not something static or negative. Our concept of secularism 1s 
something positive. In our concept of secularism, religion plays 
an important part. Further everyone is encouraged to practice his 
own religion and beliefs. 


Swami Vivekananda in his address to the World Parliament 
of Religions in Chicago, very aptly described his concept of true 
religion and secularism: “Do I wish that the Christian would 
become a Hindu? God forbid. Do | wish that the Hindu or 
Buddhist would become a Christian? God forbid. The Christian 
is not to a become a Hindu or a Buddhist, nor a Hindu or a 
Buddhist to become a Christian. But each religion must assimilate 
the spirit of the others and yet preserve it’s individuality and grow 
according to it’s own law of growth”. I would urge you to keep 
these words of Swami Vivekananda always before you. 


Your objectives should be to first make an individual discover 
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the truth of his religion and then to discover the truth of other 
religions. It is only such an appreciation of one’s own religion and 
that of others that would make us true human beings in every 
sense of the word and once India is peopled with true human 
beings and humanism becomes a way of life, the face of our 
country would be different where there would be peace, happiness 


and prosperity. 


In our society, emotions play a most destructive and damaging 
role and it has become a normal practice to exploit people 
emotionally. We fail to understand that the long term devastating 
results of such a approach for short term gain is a disastrous 
policy. It is well known fact that India is undergoing serious 
emotional and other crisis on many fronts while we have not been 
able to put our act together in meeting the challenges. Let it be 
understood that history has been witness to such phases of time 
when the momentary lapses boomerang into centuries of 
retribution. 


We are today faced with numerous challenges and do not 
have much time or unlimited resources to meet and overcome 
them. The task before us is enormous needing united efforts and 
in this situation we must get inspiration from the clarion call 
given by Swami Vivekananda “Arise, Awake and Stop not till the 
goal is reached.” 


In this background, dialogue between the followers of different 
religions is indispensable to promote harmony, create better 
understanding and to strengthen interpersonal relationships. Today 
this mutual understanding is needed not only in one plane, not 
merely from religious angle or to keep up unity and integrity of 
the country; but in other planes also like social. economical, 
political and cultural levels. Better understanding between religions 
enable shared responsibility to build a better and humane society 
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based on mutual love, equal rights, human dignity and social 
justice. 


It is heartening to find that the Catholic Bishops’ Conference 
of India have rightly taken initiative on a momentous occasion 
like Yesu Christ Jayanti-2000 for an inter-religious dialogue to 
enable religious and communal harmony. Yesu Christ symbolises 
eternal compassion, sacrifice, selflessness and generosity of heart. 
Religions must come together not only to establish understanding 
and fellowship, but also to work together to build a prosperous 
India. I wish that this Sammelan may inspire all of us to work 
for the promotion of religious harmony and co-operative action 
among all religions. 


I conclude my speech with the memorable words uttered by 
Sant Kabir long ago: “When will our race be one great brotherhood, 
unbroken by the fetters of caste. On this blessed land there is one 
great caste, one tribe and one brotherhood and one God does dwell 
above and He made us one in birth and frame and tongue. Hari 
is in the East, Allah is in the West, look within your heart for there 
you will find both Karim and Ram.” . 


ei 


Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 49 


KEYNOTE ADDRESS 


MOST REV. MICHAEL L. FITZGERALD 
Secretary, Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue 
"Interreligious Dialogue on the Threshold of the 
New Millennium" 
0. Introduction 


As the year 2000 approaches with ever greater rapidity, 
heralding the transition to anew millennium of the Common Era, 
so the demand increases for projections and forecasts for the 
future. Fulfilling the role of prophet is, however, a difficult task 
and can even be dangerous. The predictions of Jeremiah were not 
popular. They did not please the authorities, and so brought about 
the prophet's imprisonment. The message of the Prophet Amos was 
also contested, because it was seen to be a danger for the established 
regime. Yet, despite threats, these men spoke out because they 
were convinced that their message did not come from them, but 
from God. 


I cannot make any claim to a divine word. You will not 
therefore expect from me a prophetic vision of interreligious 
relations in the coming millennium. All that can be presented here 
is an assessment of current developments which appear to be 
shaping future relations. There could be different ways of 
approaching this task, but for the sake of clarity, and at the risk 
of some simplification, I wish to group my reflections under four 
headings: officialization, globalization, diversification, 
intensification. An attempt will be made not only to present these 
different dimensions of the development of dialogue, but also to 
discern what is of particular merit in them and likely to endure 
into the coming century. 


EN 
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1. Officialization 


Speaking as a Catholic, I must take the Second Vatican 
Council (1962-1965) as the event which gave an Official stamp 
to interreligious relations. Before that time there had certainly 
been experiences of dialogue, but limited in time and place, such 
as the cultural cooperation between Christians and Muslims in 
Baghdad during the early Abbassid period, or between Jews, 
Christians and Muslims in medieval Spain, or again the experiment 
in dialogue at the court of the Mughal Emperor Akbar. In more 
recent times there had been the pioneering efforts of such men as 
George Courtois and Louis Massignon for the world of Islam, 
Jules Monchanin and Henri Le Saux (Swami Abhishiktananda) 
for contact with Hinduism, and Enomia Lasalle and Henri de 
Lubac for a new vision of Buddhism. Yet it could hardly be said 
that these attempts to open up the riches of other religions 
received much encouragement from the official Church. 


The Second Vatican Council, with its Declaration on the 
Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions (Nostra 
Aetate), has been aptly described as a watershed. It proposed a 
new understanding of the Church, capable of releasing fresh 
energies in the encounter with people of other religions. It 
inculcated esteem for religious values even if these differed from 
the Christian viewpoint. It urged that sincere efforts be made 
towards mutual understanding. It proposed collaboration for the 
promotion of justice, liberty and peace, and for the preservation 
of moral values. 


This teaching of the Vatican Council has not remained pure 
theory. It has been put into practice by the highest authority in 
the Church, by the Popes themselves. How much importance Paul 
VI and John Paul II have attached to fostering good relations 
between believers can be seen by the frequency of their meetings 
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with religious leaders, both in Rome and during their visits to 
different countries, as also by the numerous discourses they have 


given on this topic. 


In 1964, while the Vatican Council was still in progress, and 
even before the final vote on the Declaration Nostra Aetate, Pope 
Paul VI instituted the Secretariat for Non-Christians, later to 
become, under John Paul II, the Pontifical Council for 
Interreligious Dialogue (PCID). The task of this body is to 
- promote and regulate relations between Catholics and people of 

other religions, and indeed with all those who are in any way 
endowed with a sense of religion. It is to do this by fostering 
relations of all different kinds, promoting studies, arranging 
meetings, encouraging cooperation and providing formation for 
those who wish to dedicate themselves to this form of dialogue. 
For over thirty years this body, in which I have the privilege of 
serving, has pursued its task without much publicity, but with 
dedicated perseverance. 


The Catholic Church is not a multi-national corporation with 
its headquarters in Rome and branch offices throughout the world. ~ 
It is a communion of Local Churches bound together by a 
common faith, by common discipline, and by the recognition of 
the primatial role of the Bishop of Rome. It falls to the Local 
Churches to give themselves the necessary structures for the 
implementation of the vision of Vatican Il. In many parts of the 
world dialogue commissions have been set up. In some cases their 
brief has been confined strictly to relations between Christians 
and people of other religions. Elsewhere as in India, dialogue is seen 
to cover both intra-Christian relations and interreligious relations. 
Each area, each country, has to adopt the structure which suits 
it best. What is important is that both dimensions, the strictly 
ecumenical and the interreligious, are attended to. 
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It is not for me to speak for other Christians, but it is true 
to say that the concern for interreligious affairs is shared by other 
Churches. The World Council of Churches has its own office for 
Inter-Religious Relations which has done much valuable work in 
this field. The PCID is in close collaboration with this body. 
Anglicans, Lutherans, Methodists and Presbyterians all have 
designated persons to study interreligious matters and monitor 
relations in the local communities. The recent Lambeth Conference, 
the assembly of Anglican bishops from all over the world, paid 
special attention to relations with Muslims and passed a number 
of resolutions on these relations and on relations with people of 
other faiths in general. Councils of Churches have taken up this 
concern. The Christian Council of Asia, for instance, has organized 
meetings together with the Federation of Asian Bishops’ 
Conferences — Office for Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs, 
just as the Christian Council of India has arranged joint activities 
with the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India’s Commission for 
Ecumenism and Interreligious Dialogue. 


What about other religions? Do we find in them similar 
structures for dialogue? Can we say that there is an officral 
mandate for interreligious relations on the part of Buddhists, 
Hindus or Muslims? In attempting to answer these questions it 
is necessary to take into account the fact that other religions are 
not structured in the same way as Christianity. Certainly no 
religion is hierarchically structured in the same way as the 
Catholic Church. It cannot be expected therefore that declarations 
such as Nostra Aetate: could be issued by authoritative bodies, 
since such bodies do not exist. 


What can be noted is a growing interest among young 


scholars of different religions in the theory and practice of 
interreligious dialogue. There is further the commitment of 
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universities, whether Buddhist, Hindu or Islamic, in training 
personnel competent in different religions and in furthering 
academic contacts with comparable Christian institutions. 


There has also been the creation of permanent joint structures. 
The oldest of these is the Catholic-Jewish Liaison Committee 
where the Jewish partner is constituted by a coalition of Jewish 
organizations. More recently a Catholic-Muslim Liaison 
Committee has been set up, with representatives of international 
Islamic organizations. Another committee has been established 
with the prestigious institute of Al-Azhar, in Cairo, which 
comprises one of the oldest, if not the oldest, Islamic universities 
in the world. In order to engage in this committee, Al-Azhar, with 
the blessing of its Sheikh, Dr. Mohamed Sayed Tantawi, created 
a council for dialogue with the monotheistic religions. On the part 
of Buddhists there has been the willingness of the Zen Bunka, the 
Institute for Zen Culture in Japan, to cooperate with Christians 
in carrying through monastic dialogue. 


Added to this one could refer to the involvement in dialogue 
of eminent persons, the Dalai Lama, Prince Hassan bin Talal, 
of Jordan, the late Venerable Etai Yamada, abbot of. the miost 
ancient Buddhist monastery in Japan, Venerable Ciddananda of 
the Divine Life Mission, and so on. Their presence gives a stamp 
of approval to interreligious dialogue and encourages others to 
follow their example. 


What then of the coming millennium? Will interreligious 
relations come to be recognized as quite normal for all believers? 
Will official teaching be expanded, both as regards its contents 
and the number of people it reaches? This is the hope that could 
be expressed. 


It must be admitted that, even in the Catholic Church, the 
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official teaching is not well known. The documents of the Vatican 
Council must not be left as mere reference points. The doctrine 
contained in them is to be-expressed for a new generation, taking 
into account the post-conciliar documents, and also changing 
circumstances. There is still much work to be done for which local 
commissions for dialogue could take responsibility. Perhaps also 
other religions, in their own ways, will develop teaching on 
dialogue which will help to engage their adherents more fully in 
interreligious relations. 


2. Globalization 

To my mind, the prime area for building up good relations 
between people of different religious traditions is the immediate 
neighbourhood. The dialogue of life “where people strive to live 
in an open and neighbourly spirit, sharing their joys and sorrows, 
their human problems and preoccupations” (Dialogue and 
proclamation 42), is perhaps the most important form of dialogue. 
When peace reigns, it can be seen as an anticipation of that peace 
which is an essential part of the reward of paradise. 


Interreligious relations, however, are not confined to 

neighbourhood areas. They have a way of extending beyond 
boundaries. Towards the end of the last century, in 1893, the 
Parliament of World Religions was held in Chicago. This gathering 
created quite a stir, above all in America, and plans were made 
to continue the contacts established. However, two world wars 
created immense difficulties in the way of this movement to bring 
people of religion closer together. But in this century, which has 
seen constant efforts to create understanding and cooperation at 
‘international level, through the League of Nations first, and then 
the United Nations Organization, several interfaith bodies have 
come into existence. Mention could be made of the World 
Congress of Faith, the Temple of Understanding, the International 
Association for Religious Freedom (IARF), and the World 
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Conference of Religion and peace (WCRP). If the first two of 
these organizations are really locally based, the one in England 
and the other in the United States of America, the other two are 
truly international. [ARF provides a forum for minority groups 
in all religions from all over the world. WCRP, which aims at 
canalizing religious energies in the service of justice and peace, 
has-local chapters in many countries as well as national and 
continental assemblies. These organizations make it possible for 
people of different religious traditions to meet, discuss and work 
together, even where traditionally there have been tensions. 


In 1993 a commemoration of the Parliament of the World’s 
Religions was held in Chicago. Out of this assembly, with its 
multiple activities in which many people belonging to a wide 
variety of religious persuasions participated, arose a continuing 
committee, or a Council for the Parliament of the World’s 
Religions. This Council, which it must be said has no authority 
over the members of different religions, is organizing a further 
assembly to be held in South Africa in 1999. 


- Many people are convinced that if the world has felt the need 
of a United Nations Organizations to try to bring about the 
economic, social and political conditions necessary for stability 
and peace throughout the world, there is a need too for some sort 
of religious body to provide moral guidance for humanity. From 
this conviction has sprung the United Religions Initiative. 
Consultations have been held in different continents leading up 
to meetings in San Francisco where the United Nation Charter was 
signed. A statement of intent has been framed. What at first 
appeared to be aimed at creating a permanent centralized structure 
now seems to be taking the shape of a mass movement with 
emphasis on local involvement. 


The strength and attractiveness of these globalizing tendencies 
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cannot be denied and they are likely to increase in the coming 
millennium. It is true that the world today is marked by inter- 
connectedness in all fields. Networking is the order of the day. 
Perhaps it is really that we are simply becoming more aware of 
the connections. We realize that problems do not exist in isolation, 
so solutions also have to be multi-dimensional. Those religions 
which are international in character can contribute to mobilizing 
opposition to dehumanizing forces wherever these may appear. 


Nevertheless it is only right to point to certain dangers which 
can arise, traps which have to be avoided. An obvious difficulty 
for any interreligious body is the question of representativity. 
How far can someone speak for his or her correligionists, especially 
when there exits divisions within the particular religious tradition? 
Usually people will be speaking as individuals, and thus their 
Statements will have but the weight of the reflection and studies 
that support them. To give the impression of any greater authority 
would be to create confusion. | 


A greater danger is that of attempting unity by absorption. 
Such tendencies do exist. There are movements or bodies which 
on the surface appear to be very open and tolerant but which, in 
fact, wish to subsume all religious differences in anew universalist 
religion. There is here a fundamental lack of respect for the 
individual characteristics of each religious tradition, 


The opposite danger is to underplay the search for unity and 
exalt religious pluralism. The more religions there are, the better 
it is. This really leads to a levelling down of religious traditions 
and to indifferentism, to the opinion that it does not matter to 
which religious tradition one belongs; since one is as good as 
another. There is here no attempt to maintain the tension towards 
truth and unity. 
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True universality can perhaps only be preserved by paying 
attention to the eschatological dimension. The different religions 
can appear to be incompatible, the divisions insurmountable. Yet 
since the whole of humanity has a single destiny, at the end of 
time, in a way known to God the difference will be overcome. 


3. Diversification 

The term dialogue often, perhaps usually, evokes in people’s 
minds formal meetings for discussion of religious beliefs. This 
understanding is far too restricted. Perhaps the term “relations” 
would be more appropriate to describe a reality which is becoming 
more and more diversified. 


There are of course formal interreligious meetings which aim 
at an exploration of theological and philosophical issues. In 
recent years the Pontifical Council for Interreligious Dialogue 
has arranged two meetings with Buddhists, one at the Buddhist 
monastery of Fo Kuang Shan in Kaohsiung, Taiwan, in 1995, the 
other at the Benedictine Monastery of Asirvanam, Bangalore, in 
July 1998. A meeting between Catholic and Hindu academics has 
just taken place in Parma and Rome, in October 1998, following 
on a previous meeting held in 1997 in Mumbai. There are 
moreover permanent bodies of academics, such as the Association 
for Buddhist-Christian Studies, or the Society for Christian- 
Hindu Studies, or the Groupe de Réflexion Islamo-Chrétien. 
Often the results of the exchanges conducted by these bodies have 
been made available to the wider public through appropriate 
publications. They can thus have a stimulating effect on 
interreligious relations. 


There are other types of formal meetings which do not 
directly tackle matters of belief. Rather attention is concentrated 
on social issues such as justice, ecology, conflict resolution, the 
search for peace, etc. Here the possibility is given for the different 
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religious traditions to throw light on current problems. Each 
religion can contribute something from its own perspective. It is 
these sorts of meetings which our Council has organized with the 
Royal Academy for Islamic Civilization Research, Al Albait 


Foundation, Jordan, and with the World Islamic Call Society, 
Libya. 


There are also life situations which call for reflection. 
Marriage and the family, for instance, are topics which can give 
rise to fruitful exchanges. During the international year of the 
family, 1994, our Council hosted in Rome a multilateral 
colloquium on marriage and the family. This was attended by 
persons, for the most part couples, who were Buddhists, Christians, 
Hindus, Jews, Muslims, Sikhs, and from Traditional Religions. 
It proved to be a very successful meeting. In some parts of the 
world there exist groups of inter-faith couples who meet on a 
regular basis. Such meetings are important since the couples can 
provide mutual support for one another, by sharing their own 
experiences, both positive and negative, and reflecting on them 
in the light of their beliefs. As interreligious contacts become 
* more widespread, so the number of interreligious marriages seems 
bound to increase. It is therefore to be hoped that the number of 
interreligious marriage groups may increase also. 


Young people too are keen to meet across boundaries of race 
and religion and to share their vision of society. In Europe young 
Jews, Christians and Muslims, studying religious sciences and 
preparing for service in their respective communities, come 
together every year for a week of exchanges, in Bendorf, Germany. 
Youth of different religions take part in the activities of such 
Catholic movements as Young Christian Workers, Young Christian 
Students, especially in those countries where Christians are in the 
minority. Work camps have been organized for young people 
belonging to different religious traditions, so that they learn to 
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respect one another, despite their differences, and to live harmony 


together. 


Encounters such as these do not remain solely at the level 
of discussion. They often lead to concrete action, work together, 
particularly in the service of the poor and needy. Such camps, or 
even more so permanent communities, where people of different 
religions live together, can be an important contribution to the 
work of reconciliation. Learning to respect one another, gaining 
some knowledge of unfamiliar traditions, overcoming stereotypes, 
building up friendships — all this can help in creating a climate 
for reconciliation and in forming artisans of peace. As we move 
towards the Third millennium, we can be grateful that many such 
groups exist, some bi-lateral; others tri-lateral, and still others 
multi-lateral. We could express the hope that they may continue 
to flourish, and that other similar groups and communities may 


spring up. 


Interreligious contacts are sustained in many places by 
interfaith councils. These can provide important reference points 
and often useful expertise. Such bodies can provide guidance. 
They can also encourage continuity. 


In this context mention could be made of a fairly recent 
development in the interreligious scene, namely the interest taken 
by political leaders, by governments, and by such bodies at the 
European Union and UNESCO. This shows the importance of the 
religious factor in society, and that religious motivations cannot 
be neglected. While such recognition is encouraging, there is 
nevertheless the danger that political authorities may want to 
exercise control. It would seem wise for interreligious bodies, at 
all levels, to maintain their independence in order to be able to 
play a critical and constructive role in society. 
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4. Intensification 


The final remarks have been grouped under the heading 
“intensification”. By this is meant not the increase in the number 
of people engaged in interrelgious relations — though it is to be 
hoped that this number will increase even further in the coming 
millennium — but rather an increase in the depth of the exchanges. 


It is safe to say that for a good number of people interreligious 
relations cannot be equated with contacts at the social level or 
with academic discussions. The importance of good 
neighbourliness and cooperation is admitted, as also the usefulness 
of exchanges among experts. Yet some participants in interreligious 
dialogue feel a need to pay attention more specifically to the 
spiritual riches of the different traditions. This leads to dialogue 
at the level of religious experience. 


The Day of Prayer for Peace, held in Assisi on 27 October 
1986, though not falling exactly into this category, nevertheless 
has exerted considerable influence in this field. It called attention 
to the spiritual dimension of interreligious relations. It provided 
an example of respect for different ways of praying. It stimulated 
similar encounters through which the “spirit of Assisi” could be 
continued. One could think of the meetings “People and Religions” 
organized annually by the Community of St. Egidio, or the prayer 
for peace organised every year since 1987 on Mt. Hiei, Kyoto, 
Japan, by the Japanese Conference of Religious Representatives. 
Many other examples could be given, showing that people of 
different religions do consider prayer important when they come 
together. 


Other types of initiatives could be mentioned. There are the 
East-West Spiritual Exchanges which take place between Catholic 
monastics and Zen Buddhist monastics. These exchanges include 
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some time spent in a monastery of the other tradition, experimenting 
the life and the spirituality of that tradition, as it were from the 
inside. In some cases the monastic dialogue has been extended to 
exponents of Sufi traditions. One thinks here of the Monastery of 
Notre Dame de I’ Atlas, in Algeria, seven of whose monks were 
kidnapped and killed. 


There dre also reciprocal borrowings which led to what could 
be called “intra-religious dialogue”, a dialogue within one’s own 
tradition. An example of this would be the use by Christians of 
ways of meditation taken from Oriental religions; another could 
be the practice of the World of Life, a scripture passage taken as 
a source of inspiration on a monthly basis, a practice which some 
Buddhists and Muslims have adopted from the Focolare Movement, 
a movement of lay Christians. 


In this field of spiritual exchange there are some difficulties 
which must be acknowledged. Each religious tradition has rites 
reserved for the followers of that tradition. There are boundaries 
which are not to be crossed out of respect for the tradition and 
the integrity of its members. Thus there is need for great 
sensitivity. Furthermore fundamental beliefs find their expression 
in prayers. Lex orandi lex credendi is an adage whose validity 
is perhaps not confined to Christianity. This means that great care 
must be taken if people of different traditions are being invited 
to pray together. Formulations to which they would have objection 
should not be sprung on them. They should not feel that they are 
being made to compromise their convinctions. Yet since, as Pope 
John Paul Il has stated, every authentic prayer is the work of the 
Holy Spirit, there should be a fundamental openness to the 
prayers of others. Nevertheless it may well be that the deepest 


unity among believes will be felt when they remain in silence 
together. 
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The hope may be expressed again that in the next millennium 
the dialogue of spiritual exchange will become more widespread. 
It is an essential complement to other forms of dialogue since it 
reminds us that purely human endeavours are not sufficient: there 


is need of a superior force. The words of the Psalmist come to 
mind: 


If the Lord does not build the house, 
in vain do its builders labour (Ps 127: 1). 


5. Conclusion 


As the new millennium approaches, we know that we have 
a serious responsibility to do all we can to make this world a 
better place to live in for all human beings without exception. The 
words of John Paul II, spoken in 1986 at the conclusion of the 
Day of Prayer for Peace held in Assisi, are still relevant: 


Either we learn to walk together in peace and harmony, or 
we drift apart and ruin ourselves and others. We hope that 
this pilgrimage to Assisi has taught us anew to be aware of 
the common origin and common destiny of humanity. Let us 
see in it an anticipation of what God would like the developing 
history of humanity to be: a fraternal journey to which we 
accompany one another towards the transcendent goal which 
he sets for us. 


People of religion should be to the fore in these efforts, which 
is why it is important that official encouragement be given to 
developing relations among believers, that these relations should 
continue to develop at all levels and in many different ways, and 
that there be openness to exchanges at a deep level. There is room 
for much creativity and place for the gift of each person, for the 
ways of building up relations, the forms of dialogue, are many 
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and varied. Commenting on this, the document Dialogue and 
Proclamation published by our Council, states: 


Contacts in daily life and common commitment to action 
will normally open the door for cooperation in promoting 
human and spiritual values; they may also lead to the 
dialogue of religious experience in response to the great 
questions which the circumstances of life do not fail to 
arouse in the minds of people. Exchanges at the level of 
religious experience can give more life to theological 
discussions. These in turn can enlighten experience and 
encourage closer contacts (DP 43). 


In this process we recognize that we are not alone, and that 
on our own we cannot achieve any endurable results. We must 
place ourselves before a greater power - which as a Christian I 
would identify as God — and ask for the necessary strength. If 
people of different religions can be united in this conviction, then 
we can look forward to coming millennium with greater hope. 
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PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS 


MOST REV. ALAN DE LASTIC 
Archbishop of Delhi 
and 
President, 
Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India 


“Relevance of Inter-Faith Dialogue in Indian Context” 


Introduction: 


Promoting dialogical relationship among the followers of various 
Religious Traditions is one of the major concerns of the Catholic 
Church in India. A sincere and earnest attempt at Inter-Faith Dialogue 
is a sign of maturity and growth in Christian life. In the Church in 
India, especially of the post-Vatican II period, intensive efforts at such 
dialogue is taking place. 


One of the major initiatives taken by the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference of India for the promotion of Inter-Faith Dialogue was the 
creation of the Commission for Interreligious Dialogue in the year 
1966, and the appointment of full-time secretary to this Commission 
in the year 1973. 


For the past 25 years, the Commission for Interreligious Dialogue 
has been organizing number of Conferences, Consultations, Seminars, 
Training programmes, Inter-Faith Prayer Services, Peace Marches, 
Live-together Sessions etc. for the promotion of human solidarity, 
religious fellowship, communal harmony and national integration. All 
these programmes are organized at National, State and Local levels 
in collaboration with Inter-Faith Centres, Social Action Groups, 
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Welfare Societies, Voluntary Organizations and Youth Associations. 


Our country is rightly called the cradle of religions. It has given 
birth to several major religions of the world and hosted many other 
religions. In India, day-to-day life is nothing but an interaction between 
the people of different faiths. There is hardly a village or town or street 
or institution-or social function without this intermingling of several 
religions. No doubt religious amity is at the heart of communal 
harmony and national integration. 


But unfortunately, these days religious conflicts, communal riots 
and anti-pluralist tendencies are fast gaining ground in our country. 
Often we forget to live our religions in their true sprit. Our love for 
God should automatically lead us to love our neighbour as we love 
ourselves. Otherwise, religions themselves can become detrimental to 
the very cause of religion. If this trend continues, it will certainly 
destroy the pluralist culture of India which would eventually lead to 
the disintegration of the nation itself. 


Being aware of these religious conflicts, communal tension and 
division among the people at various levels and in various forms, the 
Church in India is trying to play a vital role to eradicate these evils 
and establish a just and peaceful society. This mission of the Church 
calls for an action-oriented Dialogue at all levels among the followers 
of all religions. 


Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana: 


Now, on the occasion of the 2000th birth anniversary of Jesus 
Christ, CBCl Commission for Interreligious Dialogue has organized 
this National level Inter-Faith Programme under the caption “Sarva- 
Dharma-Sammelana 1998”, to bring together the people of all 
religions to reflect and experience the beauty of Indian Religiosity as 
“Unity in Diversity”. It gives me great pleasure to see hundreds of 
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‘. 
delegates from all Religious Traditions throughout India are 
participating in the “Sammelana”. 


Objectives: 


** To promote harmony and cooperation among all people irrespective 
of caste and creed in order to build a new India. 


** To create understanding and mutual respect between religions in 
the context of existing conflicts and violence. 


‘* To encourage everyone to have sufficient knowledge about his/her 
own religious beliefs and customs, and at the same time to be open 
enough to acknowledge and appreciate the good things found in other 
religious traditions, customs and way of life. 


** To initiate the people of all faiths for joint action to fight against 
all kinds of corruption and to motivate their energy for constructive 
work like literacy programme, social service and developmental 
activities for the benefit of the poor and the oppressed. 


Achievements Aimed; 

We believe that this National Assembly on Inter-Faith Dialogue 
will inspire the participants to take up a leading role in their respective 
areas for the promotion of Universal Brotherhood, Religious Harmony 
and peaceful co-existence. In short it will be a great boost and timely 
event to bring together the people of all Religious Traditions for joint 
action to build up a new India on the basis of social, moral and 
religious values. I am sure that the Commission for Interreligious 
dialogue, Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India will work out an on- 
going programme so that the decisions and the recommendations made 
during the National Assembly will be put into practice in different 
parts of India, which will have a lasting effect on the whole nation. 
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Dr S. M. Pandya 
speaks from Hindu Perspective 


Dr K. Hussain 
speaks from Islamic Perspective 
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Acharya John Sachidanand 
speaks from Christian Perspective 


krom the Audience side 
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A NEW WAY OF LIVING ONE’S RELIGIOUS 
FAITH IN THE CONTEXT OF RELIGIOUS 
PLURALISM IN INDIA: HINDU PERSPECTIVE 


Dr. S.M. Pandya 
Head of the Dept. of Sanskrit 
St. Xavier’s College, Ahmedabad. 


My dear Delegates and friends, 


I am very grateful to the organisers, particularly to Rev. Fr. 
Suresh, for inviting me to take part in this Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 
1998. To be honest with you, as a head of the department of Sanskrit 
of a reputed and important college which remained closed for about 
a month due to the teacher’s strike and as a man with certain 
journalistic and religious obligations which take quite an amount of 
time, this trans-sub-continental trip is a very costly thing for me, chiefly 
in the matter of time. In addition to this recently I have undergone 
surgical operation. Inspite of all these problems it is certainly a joy 
for me to take part in the meeting where you sincerely try to build 
a bridge between different religions. Every invited person should share 
his feelings in such conventions because religious harmony is the need 
of hours to build our nation and her international prestige also. 


1. Present that shocks: 


I am very well aware that now a days true Hindutva is attacked 
by pseudo-Hinduism imported by the cow-belt Hindutva. | am in know 
of certain events in the different parts of our country where the Hindu 
fundamentalists have attacked some religious groups of other faiths. 
As a knower and follower of real Hinduism, I should make it quite 
clear that Hindu religion was never hostile to anyone either in theory 
or in practice. Even in Gujarat where the great Luminaries have 
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flourished there are some occasions where the cow-belt Hindutva has 
suppressed the true Hindutva. I was happy to accept this invitation to 
present Hindu perspective, and in this paper I will try my best to 
present before you the great ideals of religious harmony cherished by 
Hindu scriptures and the great visionaries. 


2. India: A land of unity in diversity 

I am not going to waste your time with the well known parable 
of the four blind men quarrelling in defining the nature of an elephant. 
Trying to know religion through reason is like trying to understand 
elephant through microscope. “Mircea Eliade said that just as it is not 
possible to have an overall and correct view of an elephant by trying 
to study its nature through a microscope, so too the nature of religion 
cannot be grasped unless it is studied in its non-rational basis of the 
sacred” 


-Patterns of Comparative Religion, R.. Sheed (tr.) London; Sheed and ward, 
1958, p. xi 


With regard to the context of religious pluralism in India, I cannot 
resist temptation to quote my friend Bandhu Ishanand. He writes, “In 
India practically all the world-religions are represented. The worshipper 
of cows and the slaughterers of cows, the worshipers of the conquerer- 
deity Rama and the worshipers of the conquered deity Ravan, the 
devotees of God as one and the devotees of God as many, and the 
adorers of the deity as male and the adorers of the deity as female live 
in the same localities in India and work together in the same offices. 
To understand the contrasts and contradictions of the Mini-World that 
is India, we have to be aware of its racial diversity (practically all the 
races of the world) and Linguistic Plurality.” 


- Dr. Ishanand: Krsna and Christ, Epilogue, P. 453. 


3. Hindu Dharma: A religion of all encompassing openness: 


I recollect numbers of the quotable quotes from Vedas, Upanishads 
and from other sacred books of Hindus in which all encompassing 
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openness of Hindu religion can very easily be seen. It was the 
conviction of Hindu visionaries (Maharshis) that there is only one God 
interpreted in different ways by the scholars. 


“We aq fa yeu aaa” (Rgveda: 1-164-46) 


‘Wh Wit Fe pews, wsdaqgseay wang 
Jaq (Brihadaranyakopanishad: 4.4.20), Faq AH arty Fifdas 
Feria: (Mahabharat: Shantiparvan), the great sages have enumerated 
many names of mine, defq Telex FS AAAaTY | Aelia TATA 
Walaa etd (Shrimad Bhagawata). Shruti literature says that it was 


the earnest desire of the God to be many “UHigé 4@ GM”. Hindu 
religion, right from its origin, is known for its broad outlook, all 
encompassing openness and its adjustment with other faiths. It is the 
inherent characteristic of Hinduism to absorb in it whatever is good 
and substantial in other religions. If we identify Hinduism with the 
Aryans, we should recollect their conflict with Non-Aryans. History 
says that the Aryans came into conflict with the Non-Aryans, so far 
they were in search of their residence, existence and other amenities; 
but as far as this religion and religious ritual where concerned, they 
were quite open and accepted substantial things from their rivals. 
Present Hindu religion is the mixture of so many civilizations such as 
Vaidic, Upanishadic, Shraman, Anarya, Asura, Vratya, Dasa, Shabar 
etc. Appreciating this outstanding characteristic and flexibility, the 
great man of our land Mahatma Gandhiji had said, “Hinduism is not 
as exclusive religion. In it there is room for the worship of all the 
prophets in the world. It is not a missionary religion in the ordinary 
sense of the term. It has no doubt absorbed many tribes in its fold, but 
this absorption has been of an evolutionary, imperceptible character. 
Hinduism tells every one to worship God according to his own faith 
of Dharma, and so it lives at peace with all the religions.” 


- Young India, 6.10.1921 
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Mahabharata, one of the great epics, bears encyclopedic value of 
Indian culture and Hindu religion. It is said that “a A TA AA” 
“Whatever is not in Mahabarata, cannot be found in Bharat. So far 
the four objects of ideal life, viz. “nt aq, aA, and 4a, are 
concerned, the author of Mahabharta Maharshi Vyas has not left any- 
thing untouched. It is the humble but emphatic claim that: 


at at a aa a Wa a wal 
aed aeaa sated A acafad | - Fed 1-56-33. 


“With regard to religion, desired object, sex and salvation, 
whatever is here can be found elsewhere also, but what is not here 
cannot be availed anywhere.” 


Reviewing the claim of this sage, Mahatma Gandhii says, “In 
my opinion characteristic of Hinduism lies in its all encompassing 
openness. Whatever is said by the divine author of Mahabharata about 
his own work is equally true to Hindu religion also. Whatever is 
substantial in other religions, is always found in Hinduism but what 
you would not find there would be either useless or unnecessary.” (cf. 
Young India, 17.9.1921) 


4. Renaissance of Hinduism: 


It is not that Hindu religion had not faced attacks of other religions 
or invaders. Even when Aryans were well established with their 
religion they had to struggle with invaders like Shaka, and Huns. The 
Hindus couragiously fought against them and defeated them. But the 
biggest challenge came from its own people in its own land. Buddhism 
and Jainism were threatening challenges. The dimension of the 
challenge was all the more increased when these religions got political 
patronage, but Hinduism rose to the occasion. Instead showing 
continuous hostility, Hinduism tried to absorb whatever was good and 
valuable. It was to that extent that they declared Lord Gautam Buddha 
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as one of the ten incarnations of Lord Vishnu. The way In which 
Hinduism survived even in most adverse circumstances and the way 
in which it continued its renaissance show its extreme flexibility, 
diplomacy and understanding. Religious pluralism is not a new or 
strange situation for Hinduism. Even in its own fold there are many 
divisions and sub-divisions. In one of the famous hymns of the Shivaits, 


named fq7qqe: Tay It is stated 


TT AS AM: vase aerate 
Ty Te wae: waa al 
edt dfasargqafecmrerqengai 
TTA TT Tata sail - Pane: KAT Mel! 


“Since the way the religion is diverse, including the triad of Vedas, 
the Sankhya, the Yoga, the doctrine of Pasupati, Vaishnavism, and one 
person considers this one best and another person that one suitable 
because of the variety of preferences, you are, for men who favour 
different paths, straight or winding, the single goal, as the ocean is of 
waters.” It is also said: 


aM «od aa Fa Tews APTA | 
Waecaaye: AME Ga AWeslAal! 


Just as the water dropped from the sky ultimately goes to the 
ocean, so too the worship or salutation to all Gods ultimately reaches 
Lord Keshava. 


5. Keynote advice of visionaries to adjust with others: 

Out great philosophers and stalwart have given to us keynote 
advice how to live harmoniously even in the context of religious 
pluralism in India. It is said: 
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“ata wae age aerate: 
area: Seager A TT amraed |” 


“T tell you that in half of a stanza, what has been said by crores 
of scriptures, what is not convenient to us should not be inflicted to 
other.” 


The great sage Maharshi Vyas very aptly ‘aclu 


TMI AA TATaAy | 
qa: yas Wa TSA I 


“As the summary of eighteen puranas (Mythological books) Vyas 
has these two things to declare: Obligation to other is for the religious 
merit while sadistic pleasure is for the sin only.” 


6. Religious pluralism is indispensable: 


However rational we may be and with whatever logic we may 
think, we have to accept one fact that man cannot live without religion. 
A scholar has said that just as the young ones of birds open their beaks 
for food, men crave for religion. Some individuals or a few groups of 
people can do without religion considering it to be opium, but in 
general man has to believe in one or another religion. There are areas 
into which Reason cannot take us far and we have to accept them on 
faith. It is said, APTA GY A Aa: A AH Aa | "The subjects 
which are difficult to be understood by reasoning, one should not try 
to examine them by logic." Faith then does not contradict Reason but 
transcends it. Faith is a kind of sixth sense which works in cases which 
are without the preview of Reason. By religion we do not mean formal 
religion or customary religion but that religion which underline all 
religions, which brings us face to face with our maker. Religion means 
a belief in ordered moral government of Universe. It is not less real 
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because it is unseen. This religion transcends Hinduism, Islam, 


Christianity etc. It does not supersede them. It harmonizes them and 
gives them reality. 


7. Distinguishing features of mankind : 


It is the righteousness that distinguishes man from other animals. 
A renowned scholar, great grammarian and a famous poet named 
Bhartrhari has said in one of his Subhashitas, 


TeParaays a aa syns | 
eat fe asraftet fayst eter den: ogit: aarar:ll - Nitishatak: 


Some other Sanskritists show (1) religious faith (2) Aesthetic 
sense and (3) concerned for the morality to be the distinguishing 
features of mankind. Religion is the combination of these three things. 


After having accepted religion to be an indispensable force in our 
life, it has also to be accepted that religious pluralism is inevitable in 
society. I cannot resist the temptations to quote once again Mahatmaji's 
thoughts about the pluralism of religion. I should make one thing clear 
here that I quote him not only as an authority of Hinduism but I quote 
him because even after fifty years of his departure to eternity his views 
are still relevant and useful in the modern context. He said: "Belief 
in one God is the corner-stone of all religions. But I do not foresee 
a time when there would be only one religion on earth in practice. In 
theory, since there is one God, there can be only one religion. But in 
practice, no two persons I have known have had the same identical 
concept of God. Therefore, there will, perhaps, always be different 
religions answering to different temperaments and climatic conditions. 
Religions are not for separating men from one another, they are meant 
_ to bind them. I should love all the men - not only in India but in the 
world - belonging to different faiths, to become better people by contact 
with one another, and if that happens the world will be a much better 


place to live in than it is today. I plead for the broadest toleration and 
I am working to that end. I ask people to examine every religion from 
the point of view of the religionists themselves. I do not expect India 
of my dream to develop one religion, that is, to be wholly Hindu or 
wholly Christian or wholly Muslims but I want it to be wholly tolerant, 
with its religions working side by side with one another. 


The need of the moments is not one religion, but mutual respect 
and tolerance of the devotees of the different religions. We want to 
reach not the dead level but unity in diversity. Any attempt to root out 
traditions, effects of heredity, climate and other surroundings is not 
only bound to fail, but it is a sacrilege. The soul of religions is one, 
but it is encased in a multitude of forms. The latter will persist to the 
end of time. Wiseman will ignore the outward crust and see the same 
soul Irving under a variety of crusts. For Hindus to expect Islam, 
Christianity or Zoroastrianism to be driven out of India is as idle a 
dream as it would be for Musalmans to have only Islam of their 
imagination rule the world. But if belief in one God and race of his 
prophets in never-ending chain is sufficient for Islams, then we are all 
Musalmans, but we are also Hindus and Christians. Truth is exclusive 
of no single scripture." 


-The message of Mahatma Gandhi, (Comp. & edit. by U.S. Mohan Rao, 
New Delhi-1969, p.37) 


Mahatma Gandhiji did not like to use the word ‘tolerance’ for 
other religions but chose the word G44 @F4q. The word ‘tolerance’ 
may imply a gratuitous assumption that other religions are inferior to 
one's own. Vinoba Bhave preferred to use the word G44 4AM in 
place of 444 Aa Ahimsa teaches us to entertain the same respect 
for the religious faiths of others as we accord to our own, thus 
admitting theimperfection of our own religion also. This admission 
will be readily made by a seeker of Truth who follows the law of love. 
Religion and the people have very close relation. A renowned scholar 
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of Gujarat named late A.B. Dhruva said, "Religion is the vain in which 
the soul of the people breath". Religion is the base of social health, 
means for individual sublimation and blueprint of ultimate liberation. 


8. Concept of Dharma : 
Hindu scriptures have very clear concept of Dharma. Mahabharata 


says, “Ud TPIT: et aad WI” Itis also said “Safe giteemn 
44:” From the Akhyan of Jabali we find the following definition of 
Dharm. 


qisé Fit TH AES FAA 
aayaed FI Get a oT: fag: 


“Concermed for the interest of all and friendship with all is the 
essence of Dharm. It is also said that one who is the permanent friend 
of all, who is engrossed in the interest of the mankind by his action, 
mind and speech knows the real religion.” When we think of all these 
definitions of Dharma we, without hesitation, can say that Hindu 
Dharma can never be hostile to anyone. Hindu Dharma always 
pleaded to place religion in the centre of all the activities. 2d*a 
area a fad 7 Aad "All the objects of life including sex can 
be attained well by Dharm, then why is it not observed?" asks 
Maharshi Vyas, at the conclusion of Mahabharata. 


Concept of "global village" or "Towards one world family" was 
conceived by our ancestors in the very beginning of the civilization 
viz “sara feed afer watery ” or “Agata HevaHy |” "Hindu Dharma 
always remained open to the truth. It was the well cherished desire 
of our ancestors to enrich their knowledge by all kinds of thoughts. 
Yajurveda says, “ST al Aa Haat | fq2qq:” "Let the noble thoughts 
come from all the sides." Hinduism has always emphasized on fnendly 
evaluation or the assessment of the doctrines and rituals of other faith: 
“Rae AAMT AAA!” Yajurveda has pleaded for number of human 
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values in which one is “Jaq Jara ofa faead:” May man protect 
another man from all the sides." If we commit to this vow half of the 


tensions of the present world may disappear. 


9. Let us build bridges between different faiths: 


I look forward with great hope to all of you, who are sincerely 
concemed for religious harmony in our nation as well as abroad. 
Different institutions working in the field of interreligious dialogues 
give us chance to live together for some days and to share our feelings. 
It is my conviction that efforts done with sincere feelings do help in 
improving relations. 


We should establish some permanent centres where we can do 
something meaningful for the cultural exchange between different 
faiths. By inviting people of the other faiths to our festivals and 
functions, by attending their social ceremonies and by living together 
for some days, we can definitely strengthen relations between different 
faiths. I am very happy here to see you committed to this purpose. 


Let me quote one of the most powerful and moving statements 
I have encountered from such an interreligious dialogue last year at 
Varanasi. The words were quoted by keynote speaker Prof. Anantanand 
Rampbacha. Concluding his speech on Hindu Christian consultation, 
referring the views of Rabbi Abraham Joshua Herschel about the 
purpose of interreligious dialogue he quoted, 


"It is neither to flatter nor to refute one another, but to help one 
another, to share insight and learning, to cooperate in academic 
ventures on the highest scholarly levels, and what is even more 
important to search the wilderness for wellsprings of devotion, for 
treasures of stillness, for the power of love and care for man. What 
is urgently needed are ways of helping one another in the terrible 
predicaments of here and now by the courage to believe that the world 
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of the lord endures for ever as well as here and now; to cooperate in 
trying to bring about a resurrection of sensitivity, a revival of 
conscience to keep alive the divine sparks in our souls, to nurture 
openness to the spirit of Psalms, reverence for the words of the 
prophets, and faithfulness to the living God." 


_-Harold Kasimow and Byron L. Sherwin eds. No ‘religion is an Island (New 


York : Orbis books 1991, P.&.) 


10. Future that need not shock : 


Hindu religion is always optimist about the grace of God. 
Religious harmony is at the root of social, economical and political 
stability. All the patriotic people in the nation will have to strive for 
religious harmony. It can be done better by knowing our own religion 
properly. Let us hope the collective wisdom will prevail and narrow 
minded considerations will disappear. 


11. A prayer : 
let me conclude my speech with a well known stanza which is 


recited by almost all Hindus in their daily prayer and wish all kinds 
of happiness in the society, 


MA Oar: ay ad ay Pret 
aa warm weg a aPaegaar] Adal 


SAAS 
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A NEW WAY OF LIVING ONE'S RELIGIOUS 
FAITH IN THE CONTEXT OF RELIGIOUS 
PLURALISM IN INDIA: ISLAMIC PERSPECTIVE. 


Dr. K. Hussain 

Hon. Director at Bharatiya Vidya 
Bhavan's H.B. College of 
Communication & Management, 
Bangalore. 


Introduction 

As per standard dictionary meaning, the term "Pluralism" 
implies a "philosophical system that recognises more than one 
ultimate principle." 


In contrast to "Pluralism", the word "Monism" represents "a 
doctrine that only one being or system exists, denying any 
diversity or duality of matter and mind." 


Religious pluralism, which forms the basic philosophy of all 
the great religions of the World, has a special historical significance 
for India, whose contribution to the rich cultural and spiritual 
heritage, was universally acknowledged and acclaimed as "the 
Glory that was IND." 


"Ekam sat viprah bahuda vadanti" (Truth is ONE, the wise 
speak of it variously), asserts Rig Veda, the most revered ancient 
scripture of Hindu Dharma. Srimad Bhagvatam, a sublime spiritual 
source of ancient Hindu philosophy, eloquently affirms the wisdom 
of religious pluralism, when it exhorts the devotees:- 


"Like the bees gathering honey from different flowers, the 
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wise persons accept the essence of different scriptures, and seek 
only the good in all religions." 


_ Inthe Holy Quran, it is emphatically stated (vide verses, X- 
47) that "God has sent His messages of Truth, through His 
Messengers (Prophets) to every people, every generation, and every 
nation in the World." 


With reference to the philosophy underlying this Quranic 
injunction, a great saint Jalaluddin Rumi has enunciated the 
Islamic concept of religious pluralism by stating that "Every 
prophet and every saint hath a way, that leads to God. All the 
ways are really ONE." 


Another great Sufi Saint Baba Farid had reiterated his faith 
in the immaculate philosophical concept of "Unity in Diversity" 
by asserting that "there are as many ways of worshipping God, 
as there are particles of Sand." 


Indian Context 


It is noteworthy that the record of religious pluralism, as 
prevalent in ancient and medieval India, with reference to the 
above mentioned noble philosophical and religious precepts, 
(barring some exceptions), have been quite good. But the scenario 
in India undergoes a dramatic metamorphosis, with the advent of 
the British Raj during the eighteenth century, and consequent 
westernisation, and communalisation of the Indian Society there 
after, culminating in the political freedom, and partition of the 
Indian sub-continent in 1947. 


The partition of the Country, which was unfortunately done 
on a communal and pseudo-religious basis, had in fact dealt a 
grievous blow to the age-old Indian philosophy of religious 
pluralism in India. 
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It was however to the eternal credit of the founding fathers 
of the Indian independence, under the inspiration of Mahatma 
Gandhi, that the constitution of Free India, instead of being based 
on any theocratic concept of "Hindu Rashtra" (Hindu Nation), as 
vociferously demanded by certain sections of the people (influenced 
by the pernicious "two nation theory," which was responsible for 
the tragic partition of the Country), was framed, so as to make 
India is Soverign Democratic Republic, founded on the noble 
principles of secularism, and religious pluralism, as enshined in 
the noble Indian philosophy of "Sarva Dharma Samabhav" and 
"Sarva Dharma Sadbhavana" meaning reverence and respect for 
all religions. 


Referring to "Secularism" being made the fundamental basis 
for building the grand edifice of an Independent India, Dr. S. 
Radhakrishnan, philosopher - stateman and former president of 
India, had clarified that the concept of secularism did not mean 
"nihilism" or “atheism," as mis-understood some times, but it 
implied equal respect for all religions in India. 


Hindutva or Indutva? 


Though the constitution of India was firmly founded on the 
principles of secularism, persistent efforts were continued to be 
made by certain parties belonging to the Rashtriya Swayam 
Sevak Sangh Parivar (Family) to re-orient and recast the national 
politics of India, and if necessary modify/amend its constitution 
to conform with their political ideology of "Hindutva," which is 
defined as the "Cultural Nationalism" of India. According to this 
ideology, Hinduism is not a "religion", as understood in any 
conventional or formal sense, but is a "Way of Life" of the 
majority of people in India, who are Hindus. "Hindutva is equated 
with "Indutva" or "Indianism" indicating the national ethos of 
India. The various postulations of the Hindutva ideology, as 
stated, are obviously as abstract dnd vague, as the cynical 
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observation of British leader and former Prime Minister Sir 
Winston Churchill, who had stated that "India is a geographical 
term. It is no more a United Nation than the equator !." 


Contesting the last general elections for the parliament and 
other State Assemblies on the ideology of Hindutva, the Bharatiya 
Janta Party (a political wing of the RSS) had emerged as the 
single largest party in the parliament, and succeeded in forming 
a coalition Government at the Centre, and a single-party 
Government of its own, in many States in India. 


It may be mentioned that according to the Sangh parivar's 
ideology, secularism and religious pluralism, represent 
"appeasement" of religious minorities in India. Religions in the 
country are also quite often classified on racial lines viz: Aryan 
or Indian origin religions, such as Hinduism Buddhism, Jainism 
and Sikhism (Hinduism being portrayed as the "mother" of this 
Group); and Semitic or non-Indian origin religions, such as, 
Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. This 
classification of two categories of Indian and non-Indian origin 
of religions, would seem to prove the truth of the well-known 
Orwellian maxim that while theoretically all religions in India 
may be considered as equal; in actual practices, some religions 
seem to be more equal than others, making a virtual farce of the 
much acclaimed philosophical concept of religious pluralism in 
India. 


These artificial classifications, in fact indicate some of the 
irrational and unhealthy trends, creeping into the national main 
stream of life in India, as direct consequence of aggressively 
following the cult of Hindutva, which if left to grow un- -checked, 
may cause incalculable harm to the age-old Indian traditions of 
Inter-religious harmony and national integration. 


It is rather ironical that despite Prime Minister Atal Bihari 
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Vajpayee's assurance, while inaugurating the conference of State 
Education Ministers held at New Delhi recently (22nd October 
1998) that "there was no place for religious bigotry and intolerance, 
while imparting value education," concerted efforts were made by 
the Ministry of human resource development to promote the 
ideology of Hindutva in education, under the colourful garbs of 
"Indianisation," "Nationalisation" and "Spiritualisation" of the 
School and College syllabi designed for the whole Country. 


The B.J.P. led Governments in the States of Rajasthan and 
Uttar Pradesh are reported to be changing the School and College 
text-books for incorporating the communal RSS ideology. The 
Sangh Parivar’s academic wing "Vidya Bharati" is reported to be 
propagating its brand of Hindutva through its chain of over 6000 
Schools. 


According to the books distributed in Vidya Bharathi Schools, 
Indian Ocean is referred as "Hindu Mahasagar" and the Arabian 
Sea as "Singhu Sager." It is rather quite astounding to note that 
these books quote some dubious “historical authorities" to claim 
that Jesus Christ had spent several days in the Himalayas and 
learned spiritual knowledge from Hindu Sadhus, which is "evident" 
from Christ's teachings ! 


Referring to the annual Haj Pilgrimage performed by the 
Muslims, the: books have the audacity to state that though the 
Muslims claim not to believe in idol worship, actually one of 
deepest desires of the Muslims is to go to Mecca for having a 
"darshan" of the Shiva-ling there ! 


In addition to the above mentioned distortions and 
misrepresentation of historical facts, which are highly offensive 
to the religious faiths of other communities, there were numerous 
other examples in the books taught in the Schools and Colleges 
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in the B.J.P. ruled States, which were nothing but a travesty of 
truth, and as such, deserved to be withdrawn from the institutions 
immediately by the Central and State Governments, in accordance 
with the solemn assurance given by the Honourable Prime 
Minister of India, for curbing religious bigotry and intolerance 
in our educational system. 


It is rather unfortunate that certain things being perpetrated 
in the name of Hindutva, which tend to divide the nation and 
create mutual ill-will, religious intolerance, obscurantism, and 
communal hatred among different sections of the people, are in 
fact, trying to do a dis-service to the nation, and to the great Hindu 
religion itself, which has few equals in the World, as far as 
religious tolerance, good-will and inter-religious harmony are 
concerned. Needless to state that whereas the value of learning 
Sanskrit, Vedas and Upanishads is undisputed, on their own 
merits, for all sections of the people (including the minorities), 
there should not be any element of direct or indirect coercion or 
compulsion of any sort whatsoever. 


As stated by Mahatma Gandhi, "In matters of conscience, the 
law of the majority has no place. To bend a minority to the will 
of the majority is a species of unpardonable violence." 


\ 

It. may however be deemed incumbent that apart from 
encouraging learning of Sanskrit, and Hindu scripture on voluntary 
basis, the learning of cardinal teachings and scriptures of other 
sister religions should also be encouraged on the same basis, with 
a view to promote true and real national and spiritual integration 
of all people in India, which would help foster the growth of 
religious pluralism, and inter-religious harmony in the Country, 
as desired. 


In this connection, it would be relevant to mention here that 


ache ge ee 
Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana | 91 


Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, a premier organisation, having a vast 
network of its Cultural and Educational Centres all over the 
Country, and the World at large, has included "Cultural Heritage 
of India" as a compulsory subject of studies, which apart from 
teaching the history and philosophy of Hindu religion, also 
imparts basic knowledge about the teachings of other religions. 
This indeed in a right step in the right direction in the context 
of religious pluralism in India. 


Indian Culture 


Since many proponents of the Hindutva ideology have been 
trying to give a narrow political interpretation of the term "Indian 
Culture," it would be imperative to elucidate the same in its true 
and wider historical context and national perspective. 


Smt. Sarojini Naidu, emient poetess and freedom fighter of 
India, has defined this concept in a most eloquent manner thus:- 


"India's Culture is a United Culture of many streams, 
some that are rich and wide, and some that are big and 
small; but all merged into ONE to make the river of life 
from which the Indian Nation draws its sustenance, 
inspiration and strength. My own faith teaches me that all 
things, the majesty of the stars, the strength of the 
Mountains, the frigity of the dew drops, the dancing of 
the lotus leaves, the storm in its terror, and the twilight 
that brings the little glow-worms that glitter lights on the 
earth - all these are the manifestations of the same spirit. 
They teach us to be ONE with the Universe or with the 
mankind, and not to acknowledge slap between 
kind and the matter." 


The profound philosophy of Unity in Diversity, as enunciated 
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above, which has been the distinguished hall-mark of India's 
ancient and glorious culture and civilisation from time immemorial, 
does indicate, how one can and should love and live his or her 
own religious faith, in the context of multi-colored religious pluralism 
in India, which in fact, constitutes its rich spiritual and cultural 
heritage. 
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A NEW WAY OF LIVING ONE'S RELIGIOUS 
FAITH IN THE CONTEXT OF RELIGIOUS 
PLURALISM IN INDIA: CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE. 


Acharya John Sachidanand 
Founder - President 
"Dharma Rajya Vedi" 
Hyderabad. 


Introduction | 

Christianity was brought to India in AD 52 by St. Thomas 
the Apostle who was one of the chosen 12 disciples of Lord Jesus 
Christ. Since then thousands and thousands of Indian and foreign 
missionaries had been working very hard to promote the Christian 
faith in the Indian sub-continent. Many have even laid down their 
lives for this mission of religious propagation and conversion. But 
Christianity as a religion has not been able to establish its 
credentials in India even after 2000 years as a religion appealing 
to the large majority of religious-minded people. According to the 
1991 census Christians in India comprise only 2.3% of the 
population of our country. Of late there has also been a growing 
resentment and hostility towards Christian missionary activity in 
India especially from the Hindutva nationalist forces. 


In this paper it is my endeavour first to rediscover the basic 
tenets of the Christian faith and also to understand the unique 
characteristics of the psycho-spiritual soil of India. I have been 
involved in this mission for last 16 years and based on my 
experiences and insights I have also tried to present certain 
possibilities of making the Christian faith a more effective 
instrument of God for peace and unity in India as well as for 
national integration and reconstruction through interreligious 
dialogue and joint action. 
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Basic Tenets of Christian Faith: 


Christianity is a religion of love and peace initiated by God 
in, with and through His Son Lord Jesus Christ. The angels 
announced the birth of Lord Jesus Christ with a message of peace 
to all people of goodwill on earth. Jesus Himself offered His peace 
to His disciples. His Gospel was a Gospel of peace and unity 
(Eph. 2.14-17). The path showed by Him for achieving the 
mission entrusted to Him by God the Father was the path of 
forgiving, enduring and self-giving love which I have termed as 
‘Sahana Yoga’. God raised Jesus from the dead and made him the 
source of abundant life and abiding hope for all those who believe 
in Him and follow His path of Sahana Yoga. Jesus Christ, the 
Risen and Living Lord continues His mission in, with and through 
the Church which is the community of His disciples. The mission 
of the Church is to continue the mission of unity and peace in the 
world through Sahana Yoga. 


The God of Christianity is a God of love, unity and peace. 
He is a Trinitarian God of Father-Son-Holy Spirt. The Love, 
Unity and peace of this Holy Trinity is what constitute the 
‘Kingdom of God.' The mission of Christ the Lord and His Church 
is to establish this Kingdom of God of love, unity and peace on 
- earth. 


Christian Revelation is an ongoing dynamic reality guided 
by the Holy Spirit. Lord Jesus Christ promised His disciples that 
He would ask the Father to give them an eternal Teacher to guide 
them to all Truth.(Jn 14: 16-17 & Jn 16. 12-13). Hence the 
Christian faith can never be stagnant and complacent nor can it 
ever claim finality to Truth and its revelation to humarrkind. The 
Church is a pilgrim on earth in the path of Truth which is 
essentially a path of love, unity and peace. It is by living the truth 
that we grow in the path of Truth. It is by experiencing and 
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sharing the love, unity and peace of God in Christ and by ever 
striving to establish the love, unity and peace of God on earth that 
the Church can find its meaning and fulfilment in the divine 
dispensation. 


Unique characteristics of the psycho-spiritual soil of India: 


Apple trees will not grow in Andhra Pradesh because the soil and 
climate of Andhra are not suited for apple trees. Ideas, ideologies, 
spiritual principles, theologies, Christologies, missiologies etc. 
that bear much fruit in the psycho-spiritual soil of one culture 
need not grow and bear fruits in another milieu. They need to be 
reinterpreted and even re-conceived in order to enable them take 
roots and bear fruits in specific contexts. An understanding of the 
unique characteristics of every culture and people are necessary 
in this creative process. 


India is a land of religions. All religions and cultures co- 
existed in the Indian subcontinent from the beginning of history. 
Nothing in India grows unless it appeals to the religious sense 
of the Indian people. No where else on earth is religion as 
important as it is in India. Few of the important aspects of Indian 
religiosity are: 


1) A culture of interiority 

2) A simplicity of life 

3) A sense of the all-pervading presence of God 

4) An earth-family consciousness and ecological worldview 

5) An all-embracing vision and approach to reality 

6) A strong emphasis on ‘experience’ (Anubhava) more than 
on knowledge of God. 


7) Anemphasis on the need of a ‘guru' figure in one's spiritual 
quest. 
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Seen from these unique characteristics of the psycho-spiritual 
soil of India, it is not very difficult to understand why western 
Christianity failed miserably to bear abundant fruit in the Indian 
soil. My own experiments and experiences in living my Christian 
faith meaningfully in the Indian context have shown me the urgent 
need for a re-conception and reinterpretation of the Christian 
message from an Indian perspective. 


My experiments and experiences: 


My pilgrimage of faith began with an encounter with death 
in an aircrash in 1982. I was a 35 years old ambitious Air Force 
Officer then. More than this near death experience it was the 
encounter with the Risen Christ following the aircrash and the 
subsequent hospitalisation that became the ‘turning point’ in my 
spiritual life. Having encountered the Living Lord, my life could 
not be the same any more. It took much time for me to realise 
what was happening to me and to come to a state of ‘self- 
surrender’ to the divine will. In this process the Lord has appeared 
to me thrice so far and brought into my life 4 ‘karana gurus’ who 
have guided me in my pilgrimage of faith. One of them, Swami 
Bede Dayananda (Fr Bede Griffiths, OSB) initiated me with the 
name Sachidanand and gave me ‘Acharya Diksha’ after 8 years 
of sadhana. 


I have been inspired to take a path of active involvement in 
the socio-economic-political aspects of Indian life in my spiritual 
quest, integrating into it contemplation and action, science and 
religion. 


My quest so far has been mainly concerned with giving a 
practical expression to my experience of the grace and truth of 
God in Christ Jesus so that this precious gift that God has given 
me can be shared with all Indians who are my brothers and sisters 
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“n the ‘national family.’ In this process 1 am led more and more 
to the importance of interreligious dialogue and joint action for 
spiritual revitalisation and national reconstruction of India in 
which the Christian Church can be an effective instrument of God 
without the traditional approach to evangelisation and religious 
conversion adopted by western Christian churches. I belong to the 
Catholic Church and I am glad that the Catholic Church has been 
very open to the truths in other religions, especially after Vatican 
Il. | wish to share with you some of my experiments and the 
lessons and insights I have gained from them. 


Important Experiments 


SEGA Utility Services - (1982-84, Kochi, Kerala) - 
This was an experiment launched soon after my release from the 
psychiatric ward in Oct. 1982. The aim was to evolve an 
‘Ahimsaic Economic Order' that could help to establish peace in. 
the world. I selected some unemployed poor men and women from 
the slums around Kochi and trained them as plumbers, masons, 
electricians, painters, tailors etc. and helped them establish a ‘Self 
Employed Graduates Association’ (SEGA) and two self- 
employment units under their own management. The income was 
divided among themselves based on their need, labour contribution 
and quality of work. This experiment attracted opposition from 
established trade unions and | was accused of “building up a 
political base” for myself to contest the forthcoming Lok Sabha 
elections ! An enquiry was ordered and I was transferred to Air 
Force Academy, Hyderabad. 


Project Pratyasa - (1986-88, Hyderabad, Andhra 
Pradesh): This was an inter-religious youth project for national 
integration. It grew into ‘Pratyasa Movement’ within two years 
with a service wing named ‘prabuddha Bharathi Society' and a 
youth wing named ’Pratyasa Yuva Jyothi, and a Quarterly journal 
by name ’Pratyasa Sandesh.' This was a very successful experiment 
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in Inter-religious dialogue and joint action for nation-building. 


Yuva Yatras - 1988, 1989, 1990, 1991 & 1993: These 
were annual youth programmes to conscientise and awaken the 
youth of India to the social evils and injustice prevailing in the 
country. Yuva Yatra-88 and Yuva Yatra-89 were conducted at 
Hyderabad. Yuva Yatra-90 was held at Kochi. Yuva Yatra-91 was 
organised at Bhopal and Yuva Yatra-93 was held at Trichy. These 
inter-religious programmes included seminars, exhibitions, camps, 
cultural programmes etc. on the themes of *social evils', ’ social 
justice’, ‘communal harmony’ and ‘inter-religious dialogue.’ The 
Bhopal Yuva Yatra was on the theme of ‘Peace and Value 
Education. ' 


Integrated rural development project (1988-90, 
Nandrakal, A.P.): This was inter-religious project for rural 
development in a village near Hyderabad. The project was 
successfully completed with housing, education, drinking water, road, 
bus service etc. for the village with the entire resources raised 
locally through public support and youth participation. 


Parents Movement for Depoliticisation of Education 
(PMDE) - (1993-96 Kerala): This was a 3 year long inter- 
religious movement for removing party politics and campus 
violence from schools in Kerala. PMDE was successfully concluded 
with a judgement from Kerala High Court banning politics from 
schools. All major religious organisations supported the movement. 
Some took active part. A new non-violent technique of social 
transformation was introduced and tested successfully by Dharma 
Rajya Vedi in this movement. It is widely known in Kerala today 
as “Upavasa Prarthana Yajnam'. It is a non-violent social 
resistance combining prayer and fasting at public places. 


Peace and Value Education (National level -1993 - 98): 
This was a major national level experiment to evolve and promote 
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4 ‘Common Moral Programme for Nation-building’ based on 
which religions in India can join hands for spiritual revitalisation 
and national reconstruction of India. A four-point spiritual 
revitalisation programme termed Chaturguna’ and an eight-point 
national reconstruction programme termed ‘Ashtanga Yagna’ 
were introduced into more than 300 educational institutions 
across the country as practical ‘Peace and Value Education 
programmes' during these five years. An institute by name 
‘Dharma Bharathi National Institute of Peace and Value Education’ 
was also established for this purpose. The success of these 
programmes inspired the Madurai Kamaraj University, Dept. of 
Inter-religious Relations, to start a new PG Diploma Course in 
‘Peace and Value Education’ from the academic year 1997-98. 
The ‘New Indian Renaissance’ Dharma Rajya Vedi is part of 
the syllabus of this P.G. Diploma Course. 


Some important lesson learned and insights gained from 
these experiments: 


1. The real problems facing India are not economic and 
political but moral and spiritual. A spiritual revitalisation and 
moral regeneration of the Indian Society are historic imperatives 
for this nation to survive as a living force. This is a religious task 
in which all religions in India are called to join hands in mutual 
respect, trust and love based on ‘Common Moral Programmes for 
Nation-building' (CMPN)’. 


2. Religions in India themselves are in urgent need of a 
spiritual revitalisation and moral regeneration inspired by the 
emerging integral vision of life and reality and the holistic 
ecological worldview if they are to play their historic roles 
effectively. Without an awakening of religions in India, 
regeneration of India will remain only a dream. 


3. Christianity in India has to become really Indian and 
Christian with a Indian Christian Theology, Christology and 
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Missiology using terms and symbols appealing to the Indian mind 
and drawn from the perennial wisdom and spiritual treasures of 
India if the Christian faith is to take roots and bear fruits in the 
psycho-spiritual soil of this ancient land of religions. The *Sat- 
Chit-Ananda' theology which speaks of God as a Holy Trinity 
of Being-Consciousness-Bliss, Spirit-Light-Love has a great appeal 
to seekers on Truth in India as this is an experiential theology 
the truth which has been experienced by many saints and sages 
of this holy land. Similarly the “Sadguru' Christology placing 
Jesus Christ in the ‘Guru-shishya parampara' of India as the Lord 
and Teacher (Sadguru) of humanity in its quest for Truth, Light 
and Eternity with His “Sahana Yoga’ (Yoga of forgiving, enduring 
and self-giving love) as the sadhana of peace, unity and liberation 
in the world has tremendous potential for unity, peace and 
liberation in India. Also, I have discovered that a ‘Dharma Rajya 
(Kingdom of God) missiology aiming at transforming India into 
a Bharatiya Dharma Rajya of justice, unity, peace and prosperity 
has a much greater relevance in the multi-religious context of 
India than the traditional western missionary approach of baptism, 
conversion and increase in Church membership. Jesus Christ 
came to establish the Kingdom of God (Dharma Rajya) on earth 
and His disciples in India have to share in His mission of 
establishing a Dharma Rajya in this land. ‘Dharma’ is the central 
message of India to the world. Our mission is to awaken and 
empower Mother India to fulfil her divine mission in the world 
family of nations. 


4. National integration and reconstruction of India will be 
possible only through inter-religious diologue and joint action 
because religion plays an important role in India's national life. 
This needs an inter-religious body with a integral spirituality, 
ideology, vision, sadhana and action programmes. To create and 
provide to the nation such an inter-religious body is the most 
challenging task before religious-mined people in India today. 
This I feel is a historic necessity for further growth and development 
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of India in the path of truth and righteousness, peace and 


prosperity. 


‘Dharma Rajya Vedi,' an inter-religious federation for New 
Indian Renaissance 

My experiences, experiments and insights as well as the 
vision and mission of my ‘second life’ are summed up, integrated 
and expressed in the contemporary Indian context in, with and 
through ‘Dharma Rajya Vedi' which is an inter-religious socio- 
spiritual federation for New Indian Renaissance. I was instrumental 
in giving birth to it on 2" Oct. '90 at the end of a 3-day national 
inter-religious seminar organised under the banner of Pratyasa 
Movement. The Vedi was formally inaugurated on 26" Jan. 1991 
at Hyderabad. 


‘New Indian Renaissance’ which is the mission of Dharma 
Rajya Vedi implies a moral and spiritual awakening of the whole 
Indian subcontinent based on an integral vision of life and reality 
and an ecological holistic worldview as being brought forth by 
the discoveries of new science which are also in harmony with 
the perennial and unitive wisdom of world religions. The New 
Indian Renaissance has a contemplative-communitarian-ecological 
consciousness as its basis. A ‘new Indian’ is an Indian who 
embodies this three-fold consciousness of New Indian Renaissance. 
Dharma Rajya Vedi is essentially a seedbed and grooming ground 
as well as action field for such New Indians who will transform 
India into a Bhartiya Dharma Rajya that will be a Land of 
Justice, Light of Dharma and Princess of peace on earth. 


Dharma Rajya Vedi has an integral spirituality in which it is 
rooted and by which it is inspired. This integral spirituality of 
Dharma Rajya Vedi is experienced and expressed through seven 
spiritual principles termed ‘Sapta Rishis’. The integral spirituality 
of Dharma Rajya Vedi provides a meeting ground for religions 
in India at the deepest level. 
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The central theme of Dharma Rajya Vedi is ‘Dharma’ 
which is India's greatest contribution to human thought. ‘Dharma’ 
comes from the root ‘dhr' which means to hold together, to 
integrate to unite. Dharma is the unitive and integrating Principle 
ever active in all creation and life. New science has proved 
beyond doubts the interdependent organic nature of creation. 
Mystics of all religions share a deep awareness and experience 
of the unity underlying all apparent diversities in creation. The 
concept of Dharma has thus both scientific and spiritual 
foundations, integrating in it the truths of both. It provides a 
common moral basis to interreligious dialogue and joint action. 


The school of thought that provides an ideological basis 
to Dharma Rajya Vedi is termed “‘Dharmodaya.' It is an integral 
ideology rooted in the contemplative-communitarain-ecological 
consciousness of New Indian Renaissance. ‘Dharmodaya’' is an 
inter-religious ideology for the holistic development of India. 


The vision of an awakened India built on the foundation 
of the integral spirituality and ideology and the central theme of 
Dharma Rajya Vedi is termed “Bhartiya Dharma Rajya." This 
is the Vision of a greater India of the third millennium built on 
a synthesis of science and spirituality through inter-religious 
dialogue and joint action. It is the vision of a greater India with 
an Islamic ‘body" of fellowship, prayerfullness and discipline 
and a Hindu-Bahai ‘mind' of universal vision. She will have a 
Sikh-Buddist-Jain ‘heart' of courage, compassion and non- 
violence and a Parsi’ ‘intellect’ of ingenuity and enterprise. 
Added to these will be the indomitable ‘will’ of the Jews and the 
‘spirit’ of forgiveness and self-sacrificing love of the 
Christians. A Mother India with such a body, mind, heart, intellect, 
will and spirit will be a ‘Queen Mother’ in the world family of 
nations. She will be blessed among the nations of the world as 
a ‘disciple nation’ of God. 
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The ‘sadhana’ (spiritual discipline) of Dharma Rajya Vedi 
for New Indian Renaissance is termed ‘Sahana Yoga’ which is 
the sadhana of forgiving, enduring and self-giving love following 
which we can realise the meaning and mission of our individual 
and collective lives. This is a sadhana which can be shared by 
all religions in India. It is also a sadhana that can liberate us from 
the slavery of exploitative and oppressive forces and systems like 
‘caste’ and ‘karma’ which are the greatest stumbling blocks in the 
path of India's awakening to her destined role in the divine plan. 


l often refer to Dharma Rajya Vedi in the Christian circles 
as a ‘new way of being Church in India’. In fact I had even 
presented a paper to this effect at the MPBC - MPCRI joint 
seminar at Indore two months ago. As a disciple of Christ in India 
I see the great possibilities ahead of the Indian Church if it can 
understand and made this approach its own. This will liberate 
Christianity from the traditional colonial, self-righteous. and 
sectarian images and open it to become the ‘salt of the earth and 
light of the world' for a civilisation of love on planet Earth 
as it was envisioned to be by Lord Jesus Christ. Hence with all 
humility but with courage and conviction I can present Dharma 
Rajya Vedi as an authentic and more effective new way of being 
Church in the context of India. The most encouraging thing about 
Dharma Rajya Vedi is that we can say about it the same thing 
from Hindu/Muslim/Sikh/Buddhist/Jain... perspectives also. This 
has been my experience as well. Thus in, with and through Dharma 
Rajya Vedi 1 am expressing my Christian discipleship without 
religious conversions and cultural alienations. The Indian Christian 
theology, Christology and missiology as mentioned earlier are also 
given a concrete practical expression in, with and through Dharma 
Rajya Vedi in the multi religious context of India. This I consider 
to be my greatest achievement so far in my pilgrimage of faith 
as a dedicated and devoted disciple of Jesus Christ in India. 
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Conclusion 


I have tried to share with you in brief my pilgrimage of 
faith as a disciple of Jesus Christ in the multi-religious context 
of our country and my dreams and aspirations for the Church and 
the nation. I have not gone into details or to the difficulties and 
oppositions I have been facing from different quarters. All of us 
who try to be authentic to our religious call as seekers of Truth 
know that this is not an easy path. But we also know that the path 
of unity, love and peace is always a path of forgiving, self-giving 
and enduring love (‘Sahana Yoga'). My Christian discipleship 
gives me a meaning and purpose for all suffering and gives me 
an ability to transform my suffering as a means to true liberation, 
unity and peace in the world. Mahatma Gandhi understood this 
truth and used it for the political freedom of India. He demonstrated 
to the world the power of ‘Sahana Yoga' by using it to defeat the 
mighty British Empire. Standing in front of the Crucifix in the 
Siestine Chapel in Rome, he is recorded to have said "I believe 
that nations like individuals can only be redeemed by the power 
of the Cross. There is no other way". For India with millions of 
her people suffering silently for centuries from caste, karma, 
exploitation and oppression, ‘Sahana Yoga’ provides the mukti 
marga. Integral liberation of India through ‘Sahana Yoga’ is the 
mission before disciples of Christ in India as I see and hear it in 
the depth of my being. 


As a disciple of Sadguru Jesus and as a responsible citizen 
of this ‘Punya Bhoomi' | consider myself of to be a doubly blessed 
person, My ‘second life’ is a grace and gift and I try to give it 
fully to Him who has called me from death for a mission in the 
multi-religious context of India. Looking back in to my life | am 
filled with joy and gratitude. Looking ahead, I see great possibilities 
and opportunities for India. 


I see the future of India and the world in terms of inter- 
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religious understanding and co-operation. The 21 ¥ Century will 
be a Century of inter-religious dialogue and joint action. Religions 
will have to seek for and find greater depths in their spiritual 
quests in the third millennium which will be a millennium of 
science and spirituality. Hence religions will have to open up to 
and be enriched by one another and science. In the context of 
India this is a historic imperative. Dharma Rajya Vedi provides 
religions in India a platform and opportunity for mutual dialogue, 
co-operation and enrichment. We have very limited material 
resources. Yet we do not seek funds from Governmental agencies 
or funding agencies from abroad. We depend entirely on the love- 
offerings from members and on contributions and donations from 
people of goodwill. I believe that any effort for spiritual and 
moral awakening of India must be undertaken and supported by 
sacrifices and contributions of our own people. 


India is a land of religions and the moral and spiritual . 
heritage of our land is our greatest wealth and strength. It is based 
on this wealth and strength all religions in India can join hands 
to build a greater India, a Bharatiya Dharma Rajya, where every 
one of us will have a place and role and where every religion will 
be respected and cherished as a gift of the One Infinite Love and 
as an expression of the One Ultimate Truth. 


It is my prayer and hope that every one of us gathered here 
for this Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana-1998 will go back with 
deepened conviction and renewed vigour to work for inter- 
religious unity and harmony and thus for national integration and 
reconstruction of India. 


May the Lord of love and peace bless us and lead us in 
our mission. 


ss ee 
106 Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 


oo e 
™ Dermumee cies gee ad pant 
wri ted opvetier deptie i 
wihiernint neat Wit bo 

; . vie®. Kem ‘el gpadpanar sang 
1 oe 
theis te Wipe tiie. 
Opes owratmegt, Wee 
con we do neh aaa et era 
Cauboe agers - 9 geese — 

ulate hoes ' re ) 


| ai, iittala: tes, 
poumee at gendord pil that Shenae = 
ice » ra = 


a al 
7 = 
Aa Th? 


+ ee 7 


vee sghlllagieta 7 ont oft | 
for this Barva-f wilh go 
deapesed ce: ete aghianeetd a wor 
refigide unity und aay nd Se | bag) 
TeCONSTULTee « 
May "@ Pe hn Mess wn i 
N43) Ae and peace Bless ui and 


. if THUS 


emt .. Shanti..,,.. Sieur, 


ven. Geshe Damdul Namgyal 
speaks on Religious Life 


kkrom the Audience side 


ee eee ee 
Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 109 


Th efi ne: Rel gious © | 


sion of te 


Most Rev. George Punnekowl 
gives the Memento 


krom the Audience side 


110 Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 


HARMONY AMONG RELIGIONS -— 
CHALLENGES TODAY: 
IN SOCIAL LIFE 


N. Muthu Mohan, Ph.D. 
Reader & Head 

Guru Nanak Devji Chair 
Madurai Kamaraj University 
Madurai, Tamilnadu 


The present age is said to be a post-modern one. By post- 
modem it is meant a situation when the declared ideals of 
modernity have reached the crisis stage or the ideological nature 
of those ideals are identified. It is also said to be the post- 
Enlightenment age as the enlightenment ideals such as oneness 
of humanity, progress, democracy, equality, secularism, nationalism 
etc. have found themselves in deep crisis. Socialism, the alternative 
to western capitalism too is found in crisis. Thus an overall crisis 
is the state of things in the world with a basic difference that the 
present crisis is found in terms of culture departing from the 
classical understanding of a crisis in terms of economics. 
Consequently, the post-modern thinking shifts the stress from 
economics to culture, to the modes of living, belief systems, 
symbols etc. The general crisis of culture leaves the individuals 
and groups in intense alienation, in a feeling of crisis of meaning 
of life, ideals, identities etc. Thus with the crisis of liberal and 
socialist ideals, there found an ideological vacuum. It is possibly 
into this space, the Religions of the world step in. 


In the above sense, the Religions are in offence. During 
the long period of modernity, the basically secular life of modernity 
limited, even curtailed the activities of the sphere of the Sacred, 
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the religious and consequently the religions were then in defence 
or in themselves. Limiting themselves in the private life of the 
individuals, they did not claim much in the public life. Now, 
modernity replaced by post-modernity, Religions which originally 
belonged to the pre-modern traditions have come out to try their 
own in the public and social life. So there is an overall revival 
of interest in Religions. The erstwhile secular realm is being re- 
religionalised. 


However, here, there needs a clarification regarding the 
character of the present re-religionisation of the world. Let us 
make a little reflection upon the term ‘Religion’ while speak of 
re-religionisation. Without going into the subtleties of defining a 
Religion, an approximation could be made that (1) Religion 1s 
spirituality and (2) Religion means an identity to the individual 
and groups of people. In the first case, Religion is that which 
enhance the people in terms of spiritual needs, aspirations etc., 
thus relates the people with what is Sacred. In the second case, 
the historical and social aspects of the people involved are getting 
priority; identity involves something of a people in relation to a 
people of another religion, its history etc. 


Assuming these two facets of Religion, if look at the 
present process of re-religionisation we find that the present 
process does not occur much in terms of spiritualising the world 
but mostly it is aimed at sharpening only the identity part. The 
present re-religionisation moves in the direction of consolidating 
the religious identities of the people. Randhir Singh, a well- 
known political scientist of Delhi calls this phenomenon as 
Identitarianism. 


A discussion could be conducted at this stage whether 
Identity is a spiritual category or does it have anything to do with 
the Sacred. Possibly, the term Identity is less related with 
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spirituality and the most it is a profane category, a category of 
situating a man or a group of people in a society which is peopled 
with groups of various identities. It is difference that makes the 
point here. Differences of cultures, civilizational marks and of 
Religions become crucial here. Thus the problem of identity is 
a question (issue) of democratising a society - a new wave of 
democracy - by way of recognising the existence of multiplicity 
and plurality of the cultural interests of various groups of people. 
Post-modernism in this sense of claiming the right to differ may 
be understood as a response to the totalising attempts of the 
process of globalisation. 


However, Identity is not a closed and finished category 
that it does not have a fixed ontological status. Identities are often 
constructed and reconstructed at specific historical situations. It 
is at this juncture one comes across the present Indian situation 
and the attempts of constructing the Hindu identity. 


Historically, Hinduism is not a monolithic Religion. It has 
multiple beginnings, regional, scriptural and linguistic varieties 
and more over its folk substratum is wider than that of any World 
Religion. One can very well start identifying the roots of Hinduism 
from the earth-bound fertility symbols and beliefs of pre-Aryan 
Indus natives and continue till the tantric, Sakta and folk religions 
of rural India. As well, another source of Hinduism could be 
found in the sky-bound vedic upanishadic abstractions and world 
negative exclusivism of the Brahmanic thought. The Hindu 
Bhakti wave extending from post-Bhagavat Geeta to Nirguna 
Bhakti of Late medieval period evidences not only the attempts 
to unify and consolidate the Saivite and Vaishnavite traditions, 
but also the regional and linguistic varieties of Bhakti. 
Consequently, a monolithic Hinduism is impossible to be talked 
of during the long, zigzaged and sects-ridden medieval history of 
India. 
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Only in the 19 century some serious and conscious attempts 
were taken by the emerging elite to form a monolithic Hinduism 
in the model of Christianity. The Brahma Samaj, Arya Samaj and 
then Vivekananda’s Ramakrishna Mission were such attempts. It 
was the period when certain sections of Indian elite started 
adapting to the term Hindu (after being failed with the terms Arya 
and Brahma) with the motive of unifying all its varying trends 
and: sects. The attempt gained certain amount of temporary 
success due to the context of freedom movement and its anti- 
British postures. Despite this, it is to be correctly understood that 
the Hindu Nationalism constructed at the first half of XX Century 
had a strong Brahmanic bias. This was true, even in cases of 
Vivekananda and Mahatma Gandhi. Their coming down to the 
masses from the vedantic pedestal was only due to the urgency 
to achieve political power to the Indian (Hindu) semi-feudal 
capitalists. 


The post-independent scenario is different in many aspects 
in comparison to the pre-independence period. The constitutional 
democracy of India did not satisfy the expectations of the 
Hindutva forces. The electoral politics of the multiparty system 
including its regional versions contributed to the dissatisfaction 
of the Hindutva forces and to the activisation and upward 
mobility of the backward classes, partially of the dalit - masses. 
Atleast a handicapped social-democratic agenda became inevitable 
to all the major political parties. A parallel development is the 
mobilization of the Brahmanic Hindu forces as a response to the 
consolidation of Bahujan-Dalit masses. Thus the present phase of 
Hindutva has come into existence. It has started forcefully to talk 
on the theme of Hindu Identity, and enforcing the agenda of 
monolithic, united Hinduism. 


As such, the hurdles for constructing an united Hinduism 
are with in Hinduism itself. They are the caste-system, Vedic- 
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Brahmanic exclusivism, multiple beginnings of Indian civilization 
etc. Never was Brahmanism ready to share its scriptures, rituals 
_and habits with the non-bramanic masses of this country. On the 
other hand, it always preferred to be untouched by the non- 
brahmanic masses. And even today it is the case with Brahmanism. 
It can not tolerate the upward mobility or gains of political power 
of the non-brahmin forces. However, to hide its internal hurdles 
and hidden agenda it identifies its ‘enemies’ outside Hinduism - 
the Muslims, the Christians etc. Hindutva enemity to Islam and 
Christianity is a rehearsal to the conflict existing between 
Brahmanism and non-brahmin mobilization. The construction of 
Hindu identity against that of Muslim and Christian identities is 
a calculated attempt to hide the caste and sectarian conflicts 
existing within Hinduism itself. In other words, without having 
a right programme to deal with the caste and other problems of 
real Hinduism, Hindutva makes the Muslims and Christians its 
scape-goats. More and more the real problem of Hindu society 
surface, Hindutva becomes aggressive towards other religions. It 
is an awkward situation. 


Conclusion | 

At this situational juncture and in the context of what has 
been discussed above, one can suggest the following to meet the 
current challenges to the social harmony. 


1. Miultiplicity and differences must be recognised as the basic 
fact of life. The issue of identities and differences must be 
understood as a social democratic issue. 


2. Every religion must look inside to focus the non-sectarian, 
anti-formal and anti-particularistic spirituality with commitments 
to social justice, equality and universal love. 


3. In Indian situation, Hindusim must look reflectively upon its 
caste paradigm and stop identifying its enemies outiside. 
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HARMONY AMONG RELIGIONS - 
CHALLENGES TODAY: 
IN RELIGIOUS LIFE 


Ven. Geshe Damdul Namgyal 
Principal 

Drepung Loseling School 
Lama Camp No. 11 

Tattihalli, Karnataka 


The basic fact underlying our lives is that all sentient 
beings, humans prominent among them, want happiness and do 
not want pain and suffering. On those grounds, we have every 
right to be happy and to adopt every different method or means 
to overcome suffering and to promote happiness. However, the 
idea that all human problems and suffering can be solved by 
machines or by matter has failed the test of time. Of course, 
‘material facilities are extremely useful. At the sametime, it is 
quite evident that all our problems cannot be solved by material 
facilities alone. Even in this age of technology of ours, there is 
just as much mental unrest and frustration, if not more. We have 
seen in this present age tremendous advances in the field of 
material development. As a result, there has been a marked 
improvement in the lives of human beings. Yet, at the same time, 
we are also aware that material development alone cannot answer 
all of humanity’s dreams. Moreover, as material development 
reaches a higher and higher stage, we sometimes find that it brings 
with it certain complications, including more problems and 
challenges for us. Besides, human beings, no matter whether 
today’s or those of 5000 years ago, are basically the same. We 
still have the same basic human suffering and problems such as 
death, old age, disease, scuffle, war, etc. This shows us that we 
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are human beings after all. We are not products of machines, and 
our bodies are different from purely mechanical things. Therefore, 


we must think seriously about our own inner abilities and deeper 
values. 


If someone really wants a happy life then it is indispensable 
to pursue both internal and external means: in other words, 
material development and mental development or, if you wish, 
‘spiritual development’. But by ‘spiritual’ I do not necessarily 
mean any kind of religious faith. When I use the world ‘spiritual’ 
1 mean basic human good qualities. These are: human affection, 
kindness, compassion, forgiveness, a sense of sharing, honesty, 
disciplines and human intelligence properly guided by good 
motivation and so forth. We have all these qualities, either 
manifest or dormant, from birth: they do not come to us later in 
our lives. Religious faith, which comes later, is meant to enhance 
the growth and development of these basic good human qualities. 
Personally, I feel that much of the human problems really stem 
from our insatiable desire, lack of contentment and greed. It is 
in the religious teachings that we find various instructions that 
enable us to keep a check on our desires and greed, and to 
positively transform our behaviour and conduct. Because of this 
fact, I think that all the major religious traditions of the world 
have the potential to contribute to the benefit and well-being of 
humanity, and also that they retain their relevance even in today’s 
modern world. 


In this regard, we observe that there are two levels to the 
various religious teachings. On one level, all religious teachings 
and traditions teach us to be good human beings, to be warm- 
hearted people. On this level, it is hardly possible to find any 
inconvenient difference among the major religious traditions. 
They all equally teach the principles of kindness, love, compassion, 
forgiveness, and so forth. In another words these principles are the 
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essential and universal elements preached by all major religions. 
Yet on a different level, religious teachings talk about God or the 
Almighty, or, in Buddhism, about Karma, Rebirth, Nirvana and 
the like. These reflect the divergent philosophical views upheld 
by different religious traditions, and dissimilarity of message on 
this level accounts mainly for the divergent positions and directions 
among the major religions. Although many people take strong 
objection to this divergence, and seriously take sides favouring 
one religions over the another, I personally see the beauty and 
richness of world’s religious traditions in this respect. It is on this 
ground that these traditions appeal to different groups of people 
and bring to them the ‘core’ messages of all religions. Looked at 
from this point of view, all religious traditions can convincingly 
be seen only to take different pathways leading to the same goal. 
Thus, not just the similarities in respect to ‘core’ teachings, but 
even the dissimilarities in the philosophical standpoints of the 
religions should bind us together in our common quest for higher 
truth and common mission of serving the humanity. 


There is yet another, we may call it the third level or rather 
aspect of a religious traditions. That is the cultural aspect of a 
religion. Since many of these major world religions evolved a 
long time ago in human history, it is quite sure that many 
superficial aspects of their religious teachings and traditions 
reflect the needs and concerns of different times and cultures. 
Therefore, it is quite important to be able to make a distinction 
between what we have called the ‘core’ or ‘essence’ of religious 
teachings and the cultural aspects of a particular tradition. The 
‘core’ or ‘essence’ of the religious traditions are the basic 
religious messages, such as the principles of love, compassion and 
so forth, supported by a corresponding philosophical scaffold, and 
they always retain their relevance and importance, irrespective of 
time and circumstances. But as time changes, the cultural context 
changes and it is important for the followers of religious traditions 
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to make the necessary changes to reflect the particular concerns 
of their time and culture. This aspect of a religion is influenced 
by the customs and cultures of a particular time, and fora religion 
to realise its original grand purpose of serving the masses, more 
suitable and reasonable customs should replace the out-dated 
ones. Several dissensions and tensions among and within religious 
traditions can be traced to our failure to recognise this fact. 


I think the most important task of any religious practitioner 
is to examine oneself within one’s own mind and try to transform 
one’s body , speech and mind, and act according to the teachings 
and principles of the religious tradition that one is following. This 
is very important. Conversely, if one’s faith or practice of religion 
remains only at the intellectual level of knowledge, such as being 
familiar with certain doctrines without translating them into one’s 
behaviour or conduct, then that is a grave mistake. In fact, if 
someone possesses certain intellectual knowledge of religious 
traditions or teachings, yet his or her consciousness and mental 
dispostion remain totally uninfluenced by it, then this could be 
quite destructive. It could lead to a situation in which the person, 
because of having the knowledge of the religious beliefs, could 
use the religion for the purposes of exploitation and manipulation. 
Most difficulties between religions come about because of people 
who, having failed to transform and bring peace to their own 
minds, do not really apply their own believes yet try all the while 
to impose them on others. This unfortunate behaviour can provoke 
serious conflicts. If our belief in a religion and association with 
it only contributes to our mental distress and social division, the 
whole point of believing in a religion, adding a new dimension 
to our life, is unfortunately missed. We often fail to see religion 
in its true form, and as a result, let it get in our way of individual 
peace and social harmony. This is a clear indication that one has 
failed to internalise the religious principles, and that, as a saying 
in Tibetan goes, “there still remains a wide enough gap between 
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oneself and one’s religious belief.” Also the great Indian Buddhist 
saint Shantideva says in his famous work Bodhicharyavatara: 
“What use is any practice if it does not tame your mind”. So, I 
think, as practitioners, our first responsibility is to watch ourselves, 
and then put up a common fight against those misusing religion 
either for a short term benefit or for their own selfish interests. 


All major world religions came into existence to deal with 
basic human suffering and to alleviate the day-to-day complications 
of human life. Religions, however varied they may be, if 
appreciated correctly for their purpose and potential, and if 
practised sincerely, free from ulterior motives, should instead 
bind us together ever stronger. Differences in colour, gender, race, 
location, etc. should all melt down in the face of the common 
quest in spirituality. Lronically, in the history of humanity there 
have been very many tragic events which came about because of 
religion. Even to this day, we see that tensions and conflicts arise 
in the name of religion, and the human community is further 
divided. Part of the problem may lie in the fact that people do 
not choose, but inherit religion. Even grown-up people associate 
themselves with a religion only by reason of their birth and not 
through a sincere search for one leading to realising the relevance 
of its messages for themselves. It is therefore important for us to 
identify the place and role of religion in one’s life, and see to it 
that one’s religion serves that purpose. 


Supposing that one has chosen one’s religion through a 
genuine search or has adopted the family religion after a 
considerable study, it is quite natural for him/her to think of one’s 
religion as the best. In a sense, they are right since, among the 
religions, that particular religion made the best sense to the 
person. However, in the course of doing so, there is every danger 
of despising other religions and seeing them as wrong paths. This 
could even lead to calculated attempts to displace other religions 
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which, in turn, are equally sensible and valuable to their own 
believers. Thus, setting the wheel of vices in motion. Now 
according to my own experience, there is no doubt that Buddhism 
is the most suitable religion for me. But this does not mean that 
Buddhism is best for everyone. Each individual has a different 
mental disposition and ability. Therefore, for some people a 
particular religion is more suitable or more effective than others. 
So, if I respect each individual’s right, then I must respect others’ 
right to follow any religion of their choice and accept the value 
of these different religions because they inspire and give spiritual 
solace to millions of other people. Within Buddhism, Buddha 
himself taught three different spiritual paths — Shravakayana, 
Pratekyabuddhayana, and Bodhisatvayana — and four different 
schools of thought - Vaibhashika, Sautrantika, Cittamatra and 
Madhyamika. In the Lankavatara Sutra, it says: “Just as 
physicians prescribe medicines in accordance with the needs of 
their patients, likewise, Buddha also taught the ‘Mind Only’ 
(Cittamatra) system of thought to some beings.” This clearly 
respects the fact that human beings differ in their dispositions, 
intelligence and aspirations, and that a religion of one’s choice 
should respond to them. 


It is, at the same time, well known to us that even our 
sacred books contain passages that speak highly of one’s own 
religion, and some do so by implicitly condemning other religions, 
though not necessarily by name. They do so by declaring the 
principles and their supportive philosophies as taught in them as 
the mean one. Thus, implying that the rest fall in either of the 
two extremes of nihilism and enternalism. Again here, | see the 
need for practitioners of individual religions to appreciate their 
imports within their understood perimeter rather than quote them 
out of context, and read too much into them. Besides containing 
seeds of truth, such statements help in affirming the validity of 
personal findings, given one’s individual conditions, and help 
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generate firm faith within the followers, something crucial in 
advancing along the spiritual path. However, if such statements 
are stretched far beyond their intended perimeters, and are 
interpreted to preach despise and condemnation of others, then I 
feel the whole purpose for those statements would have been 
grossly defeated. 


Under the influence of above misreadings, some may feel 
justified and encouraged to pursue the goal of religious singularity 
at different levels through various means. It is hightime for us to 
remember that the situation of today’s world is completely 
different from the past. In the past, human communities and 
societies remained more or less independent of one another. Under 
such circumstances, the idea of a single religion, a monolithic 
culture and so forth, made some sense and had a possible place 
for implementation. But this situation has now completely changed 
as a result of various factors: easy access between various 
countries, an information revolution, easy transportation, and so 
forth. So, human society today has the least chance to function 
on that model. 


Let us take as an éxample the capital city of Delhi. Delhi 
is a city which is multi-cultural and has multiple religions. 
Therefore, if we don’t exercise caution and utilise our intelligence, 
there is a possibility of conflict based on divergent religious 
believes and cultures. So it is very important to have an outlook 
that takes into account the existence of multiple religions, the 
plurality of religions. The best way to meet this challenge is not 
just to study other religious traditions through reading books, but 
more importantly to meet with people from other religious 
traditions so that we can share experiences with them and learn 
from-their experiences. Through personal contact we will be able 
to really appreciate the value of other religious traditions. 
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Thus, from a wider perspective, there are definitely stronger 
grounds for appreciating pluralism in religion and culture, 
particularly in a religion. It is a fact that among humanity there 
are many diverse miental dispositions, interests, needs and so on. 
Therefore, the greater the diversity of religious traditions that are 
available, the greater their capacity to meet the need of different 
people. Based on these facts, harmony, rather than dissension, 
among different religions is the only option to further our original 
objective of promoting local and global peace. If we sincerely 
wish to meet this challenge of building harmony among religions, 
then there are enough grounds on which we can build it and 
develop a genuine respect towards each other. Besides, through 
a united stand we can collectively avert all kinds of injustfce 
inflicted all over the world in the name of religion, and also we 
can assert ourselves more strongly against many of the global 
challenges faced today. 


Sources: ‘The Power of Compassion’ and ‘Beyond Dogma’ 
both by His Holiness the Dalai Lama 
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INTER-FAITH CO-OPERATIVE ACTION 
TOWARDS A NEW SOCIETY: 


FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE 


Dr. V.K. Jain 
NGEF Layout 
Nagarbhave 
Bangalore 


The development of the concept of Social Justice has a long 
history of thousands of years of toils and turmoils, feuds, wars, and 
crusades, from primitive barbarism to feudalism, slavification, kingdoms 
and finally democratisation of society. The progress of man, in the 
history of human race, presents a series of continuous quest for social 
justice. We can trace the demands of social justice in the struggles of 
mankind against the evils of slavery, dictatorship and other abuses like 
social, economic and political exploitation. 


Man in his transition from being a cave man to a man living 
together with a group of other men and later on with the emergence 
of the modem society, has undergone a thorough change in his position 
from that of a defenceless well-being, intent on survival, to a powerful 
human with audacity to attempt the control of things around him and 
the nature itself. Nature blessed man with the gift of reason and 
understanding, which enabled him to make steady strides in the 
transformation of himself and the surroundings through explorations, 
inventions and innovations. Man was the only one on the earth who 
could rapidly adjust with the changing conditions. 


Man began to attach self-esteem and pride in his view of others 
and himself and this was reciprocated by others. Rousseau pointed out: 
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“Whoever sang or danced best, whoever was the handsomest, 
most dexterous, or the most eloquent, came to be of most 
consideration and this was the first step towards inequality and 
at the same time towards vice. From these first distinctions 
arose on the one side vanity and contempt and on the other 
shame and envy.” 


The idea of self-preservation resulted in a notion of self- 
eminence and self-respect paving foundations for exploitation. The 
arising conflict had to be bridled by self-imposed restraint, without 
which society would have vanished. It was a strange paradox that man 
had to invent all types of checks, balances and restraints in his 
endeavour to enjoy freedom which resulted in the anguished cry of 
Voltaire, “man is born free and he is everywhere in chains”. 


Thus, laws were the self-imposed restraints, which arrived as 
a necessity to prevent society from perishing and withering away. Law 
was necessarily with it the notions of liberty, equality and justice. The 
harmonious bledning of the three provides the basis for freedom and 
rights of man which are necessary for the development of man as well 
as the society. Therefore the democratic constitutions through out-the 
world made the state responsible to safeguard the fundamental rights 
of its citizens for the liberty, equality and justice. 


Before the emergence of systematic and democratic laws, the 
man in the medieval society was governed by the sweet will of the 
feudal lords or the kings or emperors who were the dictators. Various 
religions in various regions of the world at various epochs of time 
gained the favours of the kings and dominated the man in the society 
as a rigid system. The religion was thought to represent eternal truth 
which prescribes and promotes a value system based on natural, hence 
immutable and good laws. Religion is vital for humanity, as, like an 
umbrella, it protects the individuals and society from chaos and 
confusion. Religious beliefs, in their core, constitute ‘a revelation’ and 
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a ‘given’ to be accepted in gratitude and not to be questioned, much 
less challenged. But the religious doctrines/procedures were often 
questioned and challenged which led to religious wars/crusades and 
development of separatist tendencies which divided the society into 
various sects and sub-sects which thought, in absolute terms, that the 
doctnnes/beliefs/religious procedures propounded by them alone were 
right and other were wrong. This led to utter confusion, inter-personal 
conflicts and enmity in the society. 


With the advancement of learning, mass education and scientific 
method, a new thought process emerged. The religious beliefs were 
considered false and anachronistic by the followers of science and 
those who welcomed the emerging new socio-political order. According 
to these, religion represents the attempts of the primitive man to explain 
the puzzling and often terronsing natural phenomena. Thus, beliefs are 
false explanations, and as such, they are irrelevant to the humans and 
positively harmful to progress. The religious phenomena are to be 
subjected to the universal positive-empirical verification and rejected 
as illusory and false. 


The founders of modern sociology - Durkheim, Marx, Weber 
- within their differential perspectives grappled with this problem of 
religion-in-transformation, and together they literally brought the 
religious phenomena from its ‘heavenly abode’ down to the earth: 
analysing the religious life of the Australian tribes, Durkheim found 
that what was real behind the religions was indeed the social; Marx's 
conclusion from his historical studies was provocative - religion was 
an ideology of the dominant class and a ‘cultural bromide’ for the 
masses; Weber’s comparative studies led him to a more cautious 
conclusion that behaviour motivated by religions or magical factors 
are oriented to this world. These conclusions from different vantage 
points, for divers forms of analysis, however, share this in common: 
they all expose the concealed character of the historico-social dimension 
of the religious believes and practices. 
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These are subsequent in depth researches in the field o 
sociology of religion and highest advancement of mass education at 
the close of the 20th century has done a real good/human service to 
the world society which can, by and large, be seen as one family in 
terms of Vedas as “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam”. The young educated 
followers of various religions do not have that characteristic earlier 
bitterness and enmity. They meet freely, eat together, fall in love, marry 
and start a cordial social life. 


It is in this context that the “Inter-Faith Cooperative Action 
Towards a New Society: for Social Justice” gains significance. 


The Problem 


Though the social justice requirements have been safeguarded 
through the constitutional provisions, the self-centered element of 
human nature creates anti-social problems of far reaching consequences 
every now and then which cannot be solved through the legislative 
process or law alone, because, sentiments/emotions cannot be controlled 
by law. The religious sentiments are often excited by the vested interest 


groups. 


The Solution 


As already stated above, the religious thought which has been 
brought down to earth from its heavenly abode, needs to be sustained 
through inter-faith cooperative action for the new society for social 
Justice. 


It is well understood now that basic doctrines of all religions 
are one and the same. This thinking needs to be well established and 
sustained through cooperative action of all religious thinkers, social 
and political activists, intellectuals and policy makers who should 
continue to develop the sense of living together in various sectors of 
the society without discrimination on the basis of caste or creed. 
Integrated efforts or cooperative action of various faiths in the 
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following form may create an atmosphere of harmony and social 
justice: : 


1) Provocative speeches should not be delivered at inter- 
personal or collective gathering of any faith criticising the 
other. Criticism disturbs the emotions. It is difficult, rather 
impossible, to heal up disturbed emotions. 


il) Various religious groups should invite each other on the 
important occasions like festivals and cultural programmes 
to come together. Togetherness develops better understandings, 
equality, cordiality amity and friendship which are necessary 
for peaceful co-existence. 


iil) Ignorance/misunderstanding about each other’s religious 
thought process leads to conflicts. As already discussed, 
sociological researches have shown that the ‘religious’ is 
really significant as an on the earth situation rather than a 
heavenly abode about which one can only conjecture without 
verification. This fact needs to be highlighted to each and 
every one in the society. 


In isolation, one thinks that his religion is the best on the earth. 
It was this wrongful thinking that resulted in the religious wars/ 
crusades or conversions and bloodshed in the past and continues in 
some form even now. We must try to wipe out this wrongful thinking 
through cooperative action for a knowledgeable, considerate and 
coexistential New Society. 


To educate the masses the religious doctrines of all religions 
should be compiled in an edited compendium which should be brief 
and to the point, avoiding verbosity and controversial views. Each 
write-up may be allotted a maximum of 25 pages which may include 
a brief history and development of its thought process. 
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The compendium should be prepared in the major languages 
of the world and produced in print, compact disc (CD/ROM), 
microfiche, cassettes and braille form. Though it will be very big 
project of cooperative action, it may help in the formation of an 
informative, knowledgeable and friendly 21st century in the domain 
of world religions. Information is power. A well informed citizenry 
alone can help in building a cordial New Society. , 


iv) Moral education forms a part of various school curricula. 
A systematic course of various religious doctrines may be 
included as a part of the moral education for the information 
of the school children. It will go a long way. But care should 
be taken to avoid bias towards any particular religion, 
otherwise it will create more chaos than good. 


v) Suggestions may be invited on these points from the 
intellectuals of various religions and discussed to arrive at 
a final decision. 
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INTER-FAITH CO-OPERATIVE ACTION 
TOWARDS A NEW SOCIETY: 
FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 


Prof. Bharathi G. Parekh 
Head of the Dept. of Socialogy 
MES. College of Arts 
Bangalore. 


Before we discuss on Inter-Faith co-operative action for human 
rights, it would be fruitful for us to dwell on the historical background 
of the emergence of human rights as an universal concept, in order to 
understand it, in its proper perspective. 


History is a witness to the fact that the first international rules 
and procedures for the protection of Human rights were developed in 
order to protect the foreigners against abuse by local authorities. Many 
international tribunals and commissions throughout the tenth century 
establised certain minimum standards for all nations to follow in the 
treatment of aliens. If a citizen of one nation suffers an injury because 
of a violation of one of these standards by the government or an official 
of another nation, the violating nation has a duty to pay reparation to 
the alien's nation. These protections were meant for racial, religious 
and national minorities. The league of Nations was authorized to 
supervise the exception of these obligations. However this internationai 
law ceases to apply to a country's relations with its citizens, and when 
it violates the dictates of humanity and justice, in its treatment of its 
population. It was only after the ruthless tyranny of the Nazi regime 
and the unprecedented massacre of the minorities by the Germans, that 
brought about a widespread insistence that human rights must be 
internationally protected. Thus it was on December 10th, 1948, that 
the United Nations General Assembly adopted the universal declaration 
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of Human Rights, setting forth the basic civil, economic, political, 
social rights and freedom of every persons. The declaration states that 
all persons are born free and equal in dignity and rights. 


Charter of the United Nations: 

At the San Francisco Conference of 1945, many delegations 
urged the inclusion of provisions concerning human rights in the 
charter of the United Nations; some proposed even that a detailed 
declaration of essential human rights be appended to the charter. While 
the later proposal was sidetracked on the ground that such a declaration 
required careful drafting and there was no time for it at the conference, 
the charter did contain seven specific references to human rights. 


The preamble to the charter reaffirms Faith in "fundamental 
human rights" and article I lists among the purposes of the United 
Nations: "To achieve international co-operation...... in promoting and 
encouraging respect for human rights and for the fundamental freedom 
for all without distinction as to race, sex, language or religion, similar 
provisions are contained in the additional statements of purposes in 
article 55 and 76 of the charter, which deal respectively with economic 
and social co-operation and trusteeship. The general assembly was 
empowered to initiate studies and make recommendations for the 
purposes of "assisting in the realization" of these rights and freedom; 
economic and Social Council was authorized to make recommendations 
for the purpose of promoting respect for, and observance of these rights 
and freedoms and to set up a special commission for the promotion 
of human rights” (articles 13,62,68.) Finally, all members pledged 
themselves to take joint and Separate action in co-operation with the 
organization for the achievement of universal respect for, and observance 
of human rights and fundamental freedom for all without distinction 
as to race, sex, language, or religion. (Article 55, and 56) 


It may be noted that none of these provisions defined in 
precise terms the meaning of the phrase “human rights and 
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fundamental freedom” and that the task of the United Nations was 
limited to ‘promoting’ and ‘encouraging’ respect for and 
observance of these rights and freedom. Consequently it was 
argued that these provisions did not create any definite obligations 
and that the United Nations might not enforce them until they had 
been properly defined by supplementary instruments. It became 
important therefore to prepare such a definition immediately, and 
the United Nation Commission on human rights was entrusted 
with the preparation of two separate instruments: A declaration 
of general principals and a treaty containing binding obligations 
(the so-called covenant on human rights), Universal Declaration 
of human rights. The declaration completed by the commission 
in June 1948 was adopted, after a few changes, by the general 
assembly at its session on December 10th 1948,by unanimous 
vote (the six members of the Soviet Bloc and Saudi Arabia and 
the union of south Africa abstained ). The declaration was 
proclaimed by the assembly as a common standard of achievement 
for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual 
and every organ of society, keeping this declaration, constantly 
in mind shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect 
for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, 
national and international to secure their universal and effective 
recognition and observance. 


The declaration contained general definitions not only of 
those principles civil and political rights recognized in democratic 
constitutions, but also of several so-called economic, social and 
cultural rights. To the first group belong such rights as life, liberty 
and the security of the person, freedom from arbitrary arrest, 
detention or exile, right to public hearing by an independent and 
impartial tribunal; freedom of thought, conscience and religion 
and freedom of peaceful assembly and association. Among the 
new items in the declaration were, right to social security, right 
to work, right to education, right to participate in the cultural life 
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of the community, and right to enjoy the arts and to share in the 
scientific advancement and its benefits. 


Now we will turn our attention to faith in human rights 
across the religious life:- 

It has been claimed that all major religions lay claims to 
be founders of human rights. This claim is remarkable for two 
reasons. First, human rights are a central topic of legal and 
political discussion. It is not very obvious that human rights are 
a concern of religions. Second, each religious tradition has its 
own beliefs and practices, we may not find any consensus on 
human rights among the religions. 


However, there is growing tendency among the world religious 
leaders in their acceptance of human rights as an expression of their 
faith. The support for human rights is global, cutting across cultures 
and religions. 


It has been agreed that religions have emphasized more on 
duties than on nghts both in Christianity and Hinduism and that human 
nights were regarded as part of an alien faith. There was a spurt of 
support for human rights during the World War II marking a radical 
development in the whole history of international law thereby breaching 
the traditional boundaries as it were. In international law the State's 
treatment of its citizens could not be reviewed by an international 
authority. However under human rights law the fundamental rights of 
persons transcend the authority of the state (for e.g, the media coverage 
and write-ups on Tinnamen Square in China recently). No wonder that 
it has been visualized that the establishment of human rights would 
see the end of the world's struggle. 


Today there is a religious support for human rights. Jews and 
Muslims read their Scriptures to justify support for human rights. 
Hindus value human rights as well as sacred duties. Buddhists state 
that human rights may express the relational reality of all life. Africans 
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and Asians state that the traditional values of their cultures provide 
the conditions for human rights. 


There have been a few note worthy developments across the 
globe, reiterating their faith in human nights, worthy of mention. I 
would like to recount a few of them from Robert Traer's book on ‘Faith 
in human nghts.' 


It was in 1943 that the National Council of Churches of Christ 
in the U.S.A. that established a Joint Committee on Religious Liberty 
for universal declaration of human rights. In 1968 the YMCA 
published a book "To secure through group action solid implementation 
of the principles of the universal Declaration." 


In 1971 the Roman Catholic Synod of Bishops "Let United 
Nations Declaration of human nights be ratified by all governments 
who have not adhered to it, and let it be fully observed by all.” It is 
stated that the Universal Declaration is not only a profoundly religious 
document worthy of support, but a discerning spiritual challenge to 
Christians and the church. Similarly, Muslim Riffat Massan describes 
as "truly remarkable" the passage of the Universal Declaration by the 
United Nations and suggests that though it is "secular" in terminology 
it is more ‘religious’ in essence than many ‘fatwas' given by Islamic 
authorities. ) 


In 1985 the Conference on Religious Liberty and Human 
Rights which included Buddhist, Hindu, Islamic, Christian and Jewish 
scholars, urged in its final statement that all government disseminate 
in their national languages the Universal Declaration of human rights 
as well as other pertinent U.N. declarations and covenants on promoting 
religious liberty. 


On behalf of the Agudas Israel World Organization, Isaac 
Lewin made several references to the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights as well as other pertinent U.N. declarations and covenants on 
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promoting religious liberty and religious tolerance. Moreover, it has 
been reported that "in dealing with questions of religious freedom, and 
other human rights, the Israel courts have resorted to the universal 
declaration of human rights and the International Covenant on 
political and Civil Rights". Similar commitments to human rights have 
come from the Methodist pastors in Bolivia, Taiwan and from Japan 
and Asia. 


We could go on and on with our examples: but the point is 
made that the universal declaration of human rights is the comerstone 
for efforts all over the would by religious as well as secular leaders 
to build a system of law so that the moral imperatives of human rights 
might be promoted, respected and enforced. It was created as much 
by religious as by secular leadership, it is understood within various 
religious traditions as reflecting the values of sacred texts and 
authoritative teachings, and it is defended and proclaimed by men and 
women of faith as the foundation in our troubled time for justice and 
peace on earth. 


Thus human rights is not only an issue of political or ethical 
concern, but an issue of faith, involving commitment to standards of 
human dignity, even at risk to one's own life. Without mentioning the 
names of the advocates of human rights, modern times has taken a 
heavy toll of lives of eminent men and women advocates of huamn 
rights. These advocates of human rights are from religious and civil 
areas of life, whose commitment to human rights has taken a heavy 
toll of their lives. Faith in human rights is necessary to hold together 
the world community. Faith in human 1 ghts reflects a convergence of 
the religious wisdom of the world 


It is this faith in human rights that will bring people together 
to work with compassion and work together with courage to secure 


the conditions of human dignity not only for Ourselves, but for all 
humankind. 
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INTER-FAITH CO-OPERATIVE ACTION 
TOWARDS A NEW SOCIETY: 
FOR NATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 


Dr. A.K. Merchant 

Trustee & Director 

Office of External Affairs 
National Spiritual Assembly of 
Baha’ is of India, New Delhi. 


Human history sometimes drifts aimlessly along without 
seeming to go anywhere, then other times it rides fast on a flowing 
tide that cannot be stopped or turned aside. We are in such a swift 
moving period today. It is indeed a crucial moments in the world’s 
history. Vast changes have already taken place. Still greater changes 
are imminent. Where is all this leading? Is there any meaning, a 
message, if any, in the present state of confusion and chaos? 


The process of human evolution, if we can call it such, has its 
immediate implications for every individual. The sense of certainty, 
of security, is destroyed by this ominous and bewildering destruction 
of old forms and institutions going on before our eyes. Every such 
destruction suggests the danger of drastic changes in personal fortunes. 
What lies ahead for us as individuals we do not know. What lies ahead 
of us in the way of group forms and fortunes we can only guess. 


If we could be but certain that. this break up of the old order 
is leading to something vastly superior; if we could rest in the 
assurance of a stable and universal order developing for future 
humanity out of this welter and chaos of the workshop period of today, 
we could afford to accept not only with equanimity but even with 
satisfaction the present conditions out of which such a_ world order 
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would seem to be developing. 


The anchored ship can not reveal the full movement of wind 
and tide; its restless tossing registers resistance to their dominant trend 
as long as the anchor holds. In the same way, social institutions 
anchored to the past are incapable of manifesting the real implications 
of those larger movements which from age to age seem like a night 
of storm to descend upon the world. The more their historic aims and 
methods are assailed, the firmer they seek refuge in their connection 
to past conditions and past needs. A progress-resisting civilization will 
turn back every fundamental alteration in human conditions until the 
limit of its brittle strength has been exceeded. 


The ship of state in all countries today is dragging anchor 
undes the impact of the most sinister tempest which has ever assailed 
the pillars of civilization, The darkling storm is sinister, that is, when 
viewed as a threat to time-honoured sovereignties in the social and 
psychological realm. The situation has become so desperate that it no 
longer seems possible to stop and consider exactly what newly arisen 
power has been perverted and transformed from a force of progress 
into a force for destruction. Yet, if that profounder understanding is 
not attained, whatever men do will augment their problems and 
intensify their suffering. 


. Returning to the subject of far-reaching changes affecting our 
planet let me cite a passage of profound prophetic wisdom. After World 
War I when Rabindranath Tagore was travelling through the West, he 
was asked by a group of earnest young men; ‘Do you believe in the 
presence of divine justice on earth, and if so, how can you explain 
war?’ The great sage answered as follows: “Yes, my friends, I believe 
in the presence of divine justice on earth. And I shall try to give you 
some inkling of the meaning of the war. Millions of years ago, when 
the waters receded, and ferra firma emerged, and life Started to 
conquer the earth, nature developed various kinds of animals. They 
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lived according to the laws of nature and each one strove for the 
dominance of the world. Then nature gave them greater strength and 
greater size. And in the geological formations which formed the 
surface of the earth in those ancient times we find the traces of these 
gargantuan brutes. Some had the speed of our modern vehicles, some 
had the strength of our steam-shovels, some had a breath of our poison 
gases, some had the destructive abilities of our cannons and tanks. And 
they all fought for the supremacy of the world, but none won it. And 
there emerged in the due process of evolution a different kind of being, 
called man. It was endowed with none of the destructive powers of 
those great brutes. It was tender and feeble, but it had something they 
did not have, the human soul, the human spirit. And without weapons 
of death, without poisonous breath, without the strength of steam- 
shovels, and without the destructive ability of guns and tanks, it 
conquered the earth. As it began to multiply, it tried to copy the 
standards of the past. It tried to meet the strength of the giant brute 
by banding together in ever increasing numbers, it tried to match the 
strength and might of nature with powerful machines dealing death 
and destruction. And just like the beasts of the past these various 
groups fought each other, they banded together in greater and greater 
numbers, they improved the destructive ability of the weapons they 
had invented, and they tried to find poison gases and rays which would 
enable one of them to become the collective master of the world. But 
none of those nations and peoples have ever conqured the world. Nor 
will it ever do so. But there will arise a new spirit, a new spirit of 
collective humankind. It will seem feeble and helpless when compared 
with the power of the past, but it will rule the would just as the infant 
man gained ascendancy over the power of nature.” [1] 


And as we watch this new spirit of collective humanity appear 
above the horizon of a world engulfed by man's destructive propensities 
and environmental devastations, we see the dawn of a new day tint 
the horizon of the future of humanity. In striving to find solutions for 
the problems that beset a dying civilization a searching re-examination 
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of the attitudes and assumptions that currently underlie approaches to 
social and economic development in our country is called for. At the 
most obvious level, such rethinking will have to address practical 
matters of policy, resource utilization, planning procedures, 
implementation methodologies, and organization. As it proceeds, 
however, fundamental issues will quickly emerge, related to the long- 
term goals to be pursued, the social structures required, the implications 
for development of principles of social justice, and the nature and role 
of knowledge in effecting enduring change. Indeed, such a re- 
examination will be driven to seek a broad consensus of understanding 
about human nature itself. [2] 


The unprecedented economic crises in many parts of the world, 
India including, together with the social breakdown it has helped to 
engender, reflects a profound error of conception about human nature 
itself. For the levels of response elicited from human beings by the 
incentives of the prevailing order are not only inadequate, but seem 
almost irrelevant in the face of would events. We are bein g shown that, 
unless development of society finds a purpose beyond the mere 
amelioration of material conditions, it will fail of attaining even these 
goals. That purpose must be sought in spiritual dimensions of life and 
motivation that transcend a constantly changing economic landscape 
and an artificially imposed division of human societies into ‘developed’ 
and ‘developing.’ And within each country the ‘haves’ and ‘have- 
nots.’ 


Future generations, however, will find almost incomprehensible 
the circumstance that, in an age paying tribute to an egalitarian 
philosophy and related democratic principles, development planning 
should view the masses of our fellow-citizens as essentially recipients 
of benefits from aid and training by the government machinery, the 
United Nations and its agencies and a host of other foreign countries. 
Despite acknowledgement of participation as a principle, the scope of 
the decision making left to the vast majority of our population is at 
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best secondary, limited to a range of choices formulated by agencies 
" inaccessible to them and determined by goals that are often irreconcilable 
with their perceptions of reality. 


This approach is even endorsed, implicitly if not explicitly, by 
establised religion. Burdened by traditions of paternalism, prevailing 
religious thought seems incapable of translating an expressed faith in 
spiritual dimensions of human nature into confidence in the people's 
collective capacity to transcend material conditions. 


Such an attitude misses the significance of what is likely the 
most important social phenomenon of our time. If :t is true that the 
governments of the world are striving through the medium of the 
United Nations system to construct a new global order, it 1s equally 
true that the peoples of the world, India including, are galvanized by 
this same vision. Their response has taken the form of a sudden 
efflorescence of countless movements and organizations of social 
change at local, regional, and international levels. Human rights, the 
advance of women, the social requirements of sustainable economic 
development, the overcoming of prejudices, the moral education of 
children, literacy, primary health care, and a host of other vital 
concerns each commands the urgent advocacy of organizations 
supported by growing numbers in every part of the globe. 


This response of the world's peoples themselves to the crying 
needs of the age echoes the call that Bah'u'llah raised over a hundred 
years ago: ‘Be anxiously concerned with the needs of the age ye 
live in, and centre your deliberations on its exigencies and 
requirements’. [3] The transformation in the way that great numbers 
of ordinary people are coming to see themselves — a change that Is 
dramatically abrupt in the perspective of the history of civilization - 
raises fundamental questions about the role assigned to the general 
body of humanity in the planning of our planet's future. 
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The task of creating a national development strategy that will 
accelerate our country's progress constitutes a challenge to reshape 
fundamentally all the institutions of society. The protagonists to whom 
the challenge address itself are all of the inhabitants of this country: 
members of governing institutions at all levels--panchayat to the 
president, persons serving in agencies of national and international 
coordination, scientists and social thinkers, all those endowed with 
artistic talents or with access to the media of communication, and 
leaders of non-governmental organization. The response called for 
must base itself on an unconditioned recognition of the oneness of the 
peoples of this great nation, a commitment to the establishment of 
justice as the organizing principle of the society, and a determination 
to exploit to their utmost the possibilities that a systematic dialogue 
between the scientific and religious genius of our peoples can bring 
to man-making and nation building. The enterprise requires a radical 
rethinking of most of the concepts and assumptions currently governing 
social and economic life. It must be wedded, as well, to a conviction 
that, however long the process and whatever setbacks may be 
encountered, the governance of human affairs can be conducted along 
lines that serve the country's real needs. In contradistinction to the 
above goals what do we perceive of the situation now prevailing in 
our country. 


A recent article by a former bureaucrat provides an apt 
description. "The socialism ... foisted on this country for over 45 years 
has led to the extinction of individual initiative and enterprise and has 
made life Government-centric and Government is obstreperous, with 
its characteristic opportunities for corruption, embezzlement, oppression 
and cruel transfer of poor people's tax money into the pockets of 
officials and politicians. Even the ‘liberalisation’ that we have been 
implementing since 1992 is a continuance of socialism-honed 
corruption... The process of disintegration of Congress (I) and the 
intensification of caste-based and ideology-based politics has, for now 
splintered Indian polity into scores of parties. Only an alliance of 
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several of these can give a majority in the Lok Sabha. In such a 
situation, even very small parties can make or wreck Governments. 
And if Governments fall like those of the United Front (June 1996 to 
Jan. 1998) because of uncompromising enmity on some issue or the 
other (as many as over 40 parties’ pet themes), there will be no 
governance; some States (like Bihar) become ungovernable: some will 
be in the grip of separatist or secessionist insurgents; some will be 
hosts to bomb-makers, and assassins: some will become islands under 
the control of our implacable enemies. 


The country will revert to the times of thugs and Pindaris 
(1750s to 1850s). In the meanwhile, the population among the poor 
and the illiterate will furiously increase, accentuating illiteracy and 
poverty and thus making them common fodder to the divisionist 
political parties; our environment, agriculture and economy will 
grievously suffer. Already we are rated the poorest among the world’s 
countries in respect of corruption, poverty, literacy, health, quality of 
life and education etc. In the globalising world economy, we will get 
Africanized i.e. regressing into tribal and cannibalistic battles among 
our people. Our ability to defend our borders and ensure internal 
security already bad, will decline rapidly. This 1s a frightening specter 
We, the people of India don’t desire this. But politicians with selfish 
interests and hatred in their hearts, unmindful of history’s lessons are 
foisting this situation of ‘sangharsh’ Le. struggle on us... Accentualtion 
of caste consciousness and organising people on caste basis wil! bring 
uncontrollable slaughter on us, as in Afghanistan. Struggle for shares 
of dwindling or non-growing wealth will bring cannibalism as in some 
African countries (Tutus, Hutus in Burundi). And all this, while our 
immense natural resources are unutilised (e.g. river waters) or wastefully 
exploited (e.g. forests). This is not inevitable or inexorable or 
unstoppable. 


Indian civilization’s cultural philosophy and heritage have 
been promotive of harmony (sadbhavana) and joint endeavours and 
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enjoyment (sahanaavavatu, sahanaubhunaktu, sahaveeryam 
karavaavahaih, maa vidvishaavahaih etc.). It is that spirit which we 
have to recapture and re-live. India’s variety like that of a forest is not 
a disadvantage, it is of unparalleled beauty; the distribution of natural 
resources in India is not punishing; it conduces to complementarity; 
the difference in its languages are superficial; its castes were never 
divisive, exclusive or antagonistic, they were specializations of 
vocational skills and guarantors of employment; they have lost their 
mobility; we will relegate them by modernisation, by technology, by 
planned urbanisation; we should ever remember ‘the old order changeth 
yielding place to new, lest one good custom should corrupt the whole 
world’... Leaders must not be trailers, followers of crowds, panderers 
to mean and temporarily pleasing demands and desires but be such 
traditions even in the recent past - Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Swami 
Dayanad, Vivekananda, political and social activists like Bal Gangadhar 
Tilak, Lala Lajpat Rai, Mahatma Gandhi, Vallabh Bhai Patel, among 
others. They did not follow the popular will; they created the popular 
will, a grand and noble one of national renaissance and freedom. 
People followed those great leaders because they did not divide; they 
united; they were not selfish but sacrificing; they did not talk of 
benefits to one caste or region but the welfare of all: they did not wait 
for Government to initiate reform and reconstruction but initiated 
them, undertook them themselves. 


Unfortunately, in the last 25 years we have been led astray by 
false and alien ideologies, slogans and machinations. Struggles, 
hatreds, conspiracies, will grievously hurt us. Politicians and parties 
must not view each other as enemies: must not practise alliances as 
truce to be broken when strength comes to one. There are permanent 
national interests like defence, security, justice, education, health, 
wealth creation and temporary and petty desires like subsidies, jobs 
without work. We must eschew the latter and care for the former.” [4] 


The preamble to the 1998 UNICEF report entitled the Progress 
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of the Nations states: “The day will come when nations will be judged 
not by their military or economic strength, nor by the splendour of their 
capital cities and public buildings, but by the well-being of their 
peoples: by their levels of health, nutrition and education: by their 
opportunities to earn a fair reward for their labours: by their ability 
to participate in the decisions that affect their lives: by the respect that 
is shown for their civil and political liberties: by the provision that is 
made for those who are vulnerable and disadvantaged; and by the 
protection that is afforded to the growing minds and bodies of their 
children.” [5] 


Underneath the present strife, chaos, and confusion, we can 
plainly see that next stage in human evolution. The incredible web of 
communication in this fast-paced electronic age of interlocking 
computers, of microwave and radio, of telephone, telegraph and 
television, amazes and stultifies us, yet it promises that all humankind 
of this Information Age will be connected by non-living neurons whose 
glass, metal, and microwave axioms will dissolve time and distance 
in message exchanges. The equally incredible network of word 
transportation by train, automobile, airplane, and soon rocket is a 
homely and pervading reality. Meanwhile automation with robotics 
and miniaturization is changing concepts of labour and capital, of 
production and distribution of goods as we fully inaugurate the Third 
Industrial Revolution. Even a de facto world language is in use: it is 
English. 


No world thinker has done more than Armold Toynbee [6] to make 
us conscious of the correlation that exists between the rise and fall of 
civilization, and the rise and fall of spiritual dynamics in a given 
society. According to him civilizations live or die in proportion to the 
amount of zeal which burns at the altars of devotion in the national 
life. 


India cannot succeed in isolation, we are able today, as never 
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before. to look ahead and forecast the future. The average person has 
become a world citizen, vitally interested in progress and development 
in every quarter of the globe. All over the world there are forward- 
looking peoples who strongly believe that however dark the immediate 
circumstances, humanity can overcome the doubts, misconceptions, 
prejudices, suspicions and narrow self-interest to build a new world. 
‘To choose such a course is not to deny humanity’s past but to 
understand it. The Baha’ Faith regards the current world confusion 
and calamitious condition in human affairs as a natural phase in an 
organic process leading ultimately and irresistibly to the unification 
of the human race in a single social order whose boundaries are those 
of the planet. The human race, as a distinct, organic unit, has passed 
through evolutionary stages analogous to the stages of infancy and 
childhood in the lives of its individual members, and is now in the 
culminating period of its turbulent adolescence approaching its long- 
awaited coming of age.”[7] 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR WORKSHOP BASED ON THE 
PANEL DISCUSSION - I 


1. Which aspects of your religion, if lived sincerely, can become a 
potent force for greater inter-religious harmony and world peace? 


How can we promote such values in a united manner? 

2. What are some of the crises (within religions) and challenges 
(from outside religions themselves) that religions have to face 
today? 


How can religions respond to such crises and challenges? 


3. In the perspective of the third millennium spell out some of the 
areas in which all religions are called to undergo change, 
transformation (conversion) in order to be more authentic and 
effective instruments of peace and harmony. 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR WORKSHOP BASED ON THE 
PANEL DISCUSSION-II 


|. Pluralism is an important feature of Indian Identity. How can 
various religions reinforce the pluralist fabric of our nation? 


Would there be any need for re-interpretation and sometimes even 
critique of some of the teachings and positions being held by 
religions? If yes, how can we do it? What is the role of inter- 
religious dialogue in this area? 


“There is at present an ideological vacuum”. Discuss. What role 
religions can play in this context? 


2. The role of religions is being reduced by the Media and other 
movements, Why? What can religions do to reclaim its role... i.e. 
how can religions bring in the spiritual vision and values to 
permeate the secular socio-political sphere? 


Are there inter-religious territories as yet unexplored which can 
contribute to greater unity among religions. 


Do a clinging to the non-essentials, the superficial, the cultural 
cause religious tension in our country? If yes, what are they? How 
can the inter-religious encounter at the core-level promote the 
greater harmony among religions on the basis of the core-realities, 
values perceptions etc. 


3. What are the socio-political challenges facing the nation today? 
What roles are being played by various religions in the face of 
these challenges? Are religions playing a purely neutral role in the 
present situation? 


Are religions in India playing the original role of being catalysts 
of all-round transformation, especially the social sphere/Or are 
religions being used by vested interests for selfish political ends? 


Share ways and means of making religions effective instruments 


for social change. What is the role of inter-religious dialogue in 
this field? 
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QUESTIONNAIRE FOR WORKSHOP BASED ON THE 
PANEL DISCUSSION-III 


1. Is tt possible to find greater unity among religions on the basis 
of human values? 


What are the human values that could be considered common to 
all religions? 


Will the unity on the basis of human values have the capacity to 
resist the divisive forces at work in our national life? 


How can we promote inter-faith co-operative action for social 
justice and national integration and social progress? 


2. How can we make religions focus on the Genuinely Human? 
Discuss the following criterion for what is good and bad in 
religion: 


What is good in religion is: what serves the truly human, what 
supports the human beings in their human identity and allows 
them to gain true human dignity and guarantees their authentic 
human rights. 


What is bad in religion is: what spreads inhumanity to humans, 
what hinders a human dignity, human values, 1.e., whatever 
oppresses, injures or destroys human beings — in their freedom 
justice, peace, dignity and true human rights. 


What is inhuman can not be religious 
How can this vision be implemented in promoting human rights? 


3. How can we promote, a Global Faith in human rights at various 
levels in our country in view of national development? Propose 
a concrete programme of action. 
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STATEMENT OF 
THE SARVA-DHARMA-SAMMELANA 1998 
Towards A New Society of Religious Harmony 


And Co-Operative Action 


We the 270 participants attending the Sarva-Dharma- 
Sammelana organized by the Commission for Inter-Faith Dialogue, 
Catholic Bishop’s Conference of India, 28-30 November 1998, at 
NBCLC Bangalore wish to share with our fellow seekers the insights 
and concerns which grew in us during these days. We were a group 
of Baha’is, Buddhists, Christians, Hindus, Jains, Muslims, Sikhs and 
Zoroastrians. As seekers belonging to one spiritual family we reflected 
on the theme: Re/igious harmony and Co-operative Action. We were 
co-pilgrims in pursuit of the ultimate Truth, that is immanent in all 
religions and yet transcendent of them all. The occasion of this 
Sammelana was the forth coming Yesu Krist Jayanti 2000. 


Shri Khurshed Alam Khan, Governor of Karnataka, in his 
inaugural address exhorted us to promote a culture of harmony among 
religions in India for the well-being of all. 


From our deliberations it became clear to us that the plurality 
of religions is a constitutive dimension of the Indian reality and that 
we should foster it at all levels of socio-cultural life. 


Religion and Spirituality 


Reality is pluralistic. Diversity is beauty. No two leaves are 
the same. No two human persons are alike. There is a rich diversity 
in languages and cultures, behaviour patterns and creative expressions 
in the world. The Indian psyche resonates with the pluralistic way of 
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perceiving reality. The foundational experience of the Indian culture 
is expressed in the Vedic axiom: 7ruth is one those who perceive 
describe it differently. \n experiencing and speaking of the divine, 
India respects the immense diversity of human search. She gave birth 
to some of the major religions of humanity and offered a home to all 
the religions that came to this country. Let us be proud of this 
spiritually fertile soil in which. we were born with a heritage of 
thousands of seekers and seers. Pursuing this noble heritage let us 
pledge to promote a culture of mutual respect and dialogue at all levels 
of life. This demands that we accept the identity of each religion and 
respect the differences. Yet we realize that deep within the diversity 
of religions there are the convergent lines of spirituality that liberates 
us from bondage and leads our life to integration (Dharma). Discovery 
and promotion of this spirituality within and beyond our allegiance 
to a particular religion or religious tradition is the epochal need of 
today. 


Striking Ambivalences 


Reflecting together on the contemporary Indian situation we 
have found that there is a growing ambivalence in the emerging Indian 
culture. On the one hand we hold on to the unity and integrity of this 
great nation, on the other hand divisive forces are also at work. On 
the one hand we uphold the value of religious tolerance and on the 
other hand fundamentalist trends are rampant in almost all the 
religious communities. We speak aloud human dignity and the value 
of life, yet numerous forms of discriminations continue to dominate 
our behaviour patterns. The modern media of communication have 
brought us together as one people and bound us with the world 
community; however several ethical values are being eroded under the 
impact of the media. Satyameva Jayate (Truth alone previals) 1s the 
ideal of the nation, yet a lot of dishonesty and corruption eats up the 
marrow of civic life. We asked ourselves, how do religions respond 
to these ambivalences of Indian way of life? 
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Response of Religions 

Secularism in India does not mean indifference to or denial of 
religion, but equal respect for all religions. Religion is an indispensable 
force in the life of an average Indian. Religious experience gives us 
inner strength and ultimate orientation. Religious heritage has a 
formative influence in our lives and religious Scriptures are a source 
of inspiration. 


However, religion can exert such positive influences in personal 
and communal life only if it is constantly nourished by a liberative 
spirituality. It is through an open and honest dialogue among followers 
of different religions that the spiritual dynamics of each religion is 
activated. Through inter-religious dialogue the liberative potential 1s 
brought out effectively in the process of social transformation. Hence 
the religions in India can forcefully respond to the problems and 
ambivalences only if they promote a culture of inter-religious 
relationship. The spiritual person of the future will be an inter- 
religious person deeply rooted in his/her faith yet seeking nourishment 
from the insight of other religions. In pursuit of the incomprehensible 
Mystery we are all co-pilgrims, sharing our experiences with one 
another and getting enriched by the others in this pilgrimage. 


Towards a Culture of Dailogue 


In this process of journeying together as sisters and brothers 
we, believers of different religions give shape to a new culture of 
dialogue in India. Some of the concrete proposals which emerged in 
our deliberatios are the following: 


|. Each religion has to draw strength from its authentic sources and 
in the light of the Scriptures each religion has to call into question the 
elements of its contemporary beliefs and practices. A rereading of the 
Scriptures in today’s context would make each religion a liberative 
force in society. 
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2. Each person should try to understand, acknowledge, appreciate, 
preserve, promote and assimilate the positive values found in all 
religions. These noble values as well as the great Scriptures of all 
religions belong to the common patrimony of humanity. Thus each 
religion has to understand itself as an integral part of the other in the 
one universal process of the relationship between the human and the 
Divine. 


3. The central concern of the each religion should be the integral 
development of the human person. All religions uphold the values of 
love and compassion, equanimity and concern for the well being of 
all. Hence religions meet effectively in the common commitment to 
the promotion of justice, defence of human rights and protection of 
all life and environment. 


4. Misunderstandings and prejudices regarding other religions breed 
contempt and set ablaze conflicts. In order to remove them and give 
a proper understanding of other religions it is important that the 
essentials of all religions are taught to all students in schools and 
colleges as well as in the other educational centres. For this purpose 
proper materials are ® prepared with prudence, teachers have to be 
trained and effective means of communication are to be used. 


5. At the local level Harmony - groups should be formed to promote 
inter religious fellowship and cooperation, to organize the common 
celebration of feasts and festivals, to promote the education of the 
masses and to bring about reconciliation when conflicts arise. 


6. The creation of basic human communities on the neighbourhood 
basis irreSpective of caste and religion could be an effective antidote 
to the menace of disruptive communal forces. In such organic 
communities religious experiences could be shared, and ways of 
alleviating human suffering could be pursued. 
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7 Believers of all religions have to practice restraint on taking 
religion to the streets and organizing large scale conventions which 
could evoke fear and suspicion in other communities. Sensitivity to 
the feelings of the other should be the basic virtue of a true believer. 


8 Since the family is the basis of communicating religious faith and 
inculcating ethical values, all efforts should be made to preserve the 
integrity of family life in India. Followers of various religions need 
to work together for the welfare of families and education of children 
and youth. 


9. Promoting national integration and harmony in society is yet 
another function of interfaith acitivity; fear, suspicion and doubt are 
the basis of tension and conflict among peoples. 


10. Since the media play an important role in shaping our culture 
today, the noble values of all religions must be brought out effectively 
through the media. Here too followers of all religions could work 
together. 


11. Every human person has a right to religious freedom; however 
there should be no use of inducement or coercion in propagating one’s 
faith. Religious communities have to work towards authenticity of life. 


12. The participants of this Sammelana propose to set up a National 
Inter-faith Forum for harmony and cooperative action at all levels in 
our country. 


We appeal to the followers of all religions to foster a new society that 
is characterized by freedom and fellowship, justice and harmony. The 
hallmark of the new millennium will then be a dialogical relationship 
among believers of diverse religions. May the ardent prayer of 
Ranbindranath Tagore come true: “Into that heaven of freedom, my 
Father, let my country awake”. 
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CONCLUDING MESSAGE 


MOST REV. GEORGE PUNNAKOTTIL 


Bishop of Kothamangalam 
and 
Chairman, CBCI Commission for Ecumenism & Dialogue 


Our inter-faith assembly is coming to a close. Before leaving 
let me share with you some of my thoughts. 


With great expectation we are looking forward to the dawn of 
the third millennium. Groups and institutions, societies and nations are 
planning in small and big ways to bid farewell to the second 
millennium and welcome the new millennium. Some tourist agencies 
have already advertised tours to the International Date Line to 
welcome the new millennium. Millennial T-shirts and millennial cups 
and mugs, millennial toys and the like are already in the market. Such 
outward celebrations are well and good. 


But we should also plan for better life in the new millennium 
on this planet, in this country. The Church in India is organizing some 
well-meaning programs for self-renewal and for promoting healthy 
relationship among people of all walks of life, culture and faith. This 
assembly is, as already has been mentioned, part of the program. The 
CBCI commssion for dialogue is in charge of organzing this assembly. 
We hope it will serve as another milestone in our effort to make 
interfaith dialogue a people’s movement to face together the multifarious 
problems this country is beset with. 


In a mutli-religious and multicultural situation like the one 
obtaining in India recognition and appreciation of the values represented 
by other religions and cultures is a must for peaceful coexistence, 
mutual enrichment and cooperative action. In our march forward we 
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have to join hands with people of different faiths, customs, languages 
and races. We can not think in terms of they and we. Every Indian 
belongs to the We. The openness to the other and appreciation for his 
religion and ideology 1s behind every dialogue. 


It is all the more necessary in the present situation in India. 
Unfortunately in the name of religion men are raising insurmountable 
barriers. Villages and small towns bear the stamp of caste or sect and 
discriminated against. Sometimes the same village has the line of 
demarcation between one caste and other, one religion and other. 
Atrocities are being committed in the name of religion. Recently we 
were all horrified to see in Newspapers the picture of a man being 
beaten to death by members of some other religion. While this hideous 
crime is being committed some are encouraging the criminals, while 
others are enjoying the scene. We may say this incident did not take 
place in India. But sfmilar or worse incidents are taking place even 
in-this country. This shows how sometimes devotion to religion can 
break into extreme fanaticism and inhuman behaviour. The fault is not 
with religion, but very often with vested interests and ruthless 
politicians. The perpetrators of such crimes are often mindless tools 
in the hands of clever manipulators or vested interests. 


It is against this background that the CBCI works out number 
of programmes at the local, regional and national levels. The ultimate 
purpose behind these kinds of programs is the promotion of harmony 
and integration among followers of various religions and cultures for 
the moulding of a new humanity based on values of love, mutual 
respect and brotherhood. 


Objectives 


Threefold are the main objectives of the commission. The first 
and foremosts the creation of understanding and mutual respect 
between religions. This has paramount importance in the context of 
our present day tensions and conflicts. 
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Secondly we aim at encouraging individuals to have good 
knowledge of their own religion and customs and at the same time be 
open to other religions. We should be able to appreciate the good things 
in other religions. 


Our third objective is the promotion of joint action. People of 
different faiths can find several things that they have in common. 
Religion gives the incentive and moral stamina to fight against 
corruption that is so blatant in our society. Plans to cooperate in the 
protection of nature can be worked out in common. Projects to 
eradicate illiteracy, to help the physically and mentally handicapped, 
the old, victims of natural calamities, Victims of aids etc. can be of 
common interest. Everybody can cooperate in community development 
projects and the defence of human nghts. 


Areas of activities 


Normally inter-religious programs are carried out at local or 
regional levels. But at times of communal or religious clashes special 
programmes may be organized locally to diffuse tension. Inter- 
religious prayer services, peace marches, street plays, cultural evenings 
and the like are arranged by local and regional inter-religious centres. 


During the program participants are encouraged and guided 
to form friendship houses in areas prone to communal tension. The 
whole region is thus introduced to the vision and mission of dialogue. 
The idea behind it is to help people to integrate themselves with the 


cultures, faiths, customs, and ideologies of the region and the country. 


Training Programs 

The Commission for dialogue conducts training programs at 
zonal and regional levels for people of all religious faiths. Such 
programs can open their minds to the relevance and importance of 
dialogue. Instead of confronting each other or destroying each other 
they are taught to come closer to each other, move to dialogue. The 
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purpose, means and method of dialogue, its hazards handicaps, and 
goals are put forward in detail. This will create interest and conviction 
in the potential of dialogue for finding solutions. Dialogue can build 
bridges and create order out of chaotic situations. 


Participant are helped to see and appreciate the goodness of religions 
other than one’s own. Often it is the restrictive knowledge of religion, 
both one’s own and of others, that makes matters difficult. When 
everybody is open hearted and open-minded, situation of conflict can 
be overcome. 


Assessment and Response 


There are numerous dialogue centres scattered all over the 
country. There are also groups that take genuine interest in dialogue. 
These inter-religious centres and groups take great interest in promoting 
inter-religious dialogue in their own regions and localities. But their 
activities are to be co-ordinated so as to give a national outlook and 
make an impact on major religions of India. The ultimate purpose is 
to elicit collaboration among the religios of India to build a better India 
on the basis of solid religious values. For this we need a well-planned 
national network programme. 


Often people belonging to different religious tradition come 
together to celebrate religious festivals like Christmas, Ramadan, 
Deepavali etc. This Spontaneous enthusiasm is to be encouraged. 
Systematic programmes can be worked out to strengthen this spirit of 
unity and brotherhood. 


People living in villages do not have sufficient knowledge of 
the nature and the importance of dialogue to enter into meaningful 
dialogue. It is high time that efforts be made to promote dialogue 
among the masses. In this connection I would like to recall some of 
the efforts being made in our State to form neighbourhood gatherings. 
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Almost every week there is a gathering of all the people of a locality 
in a house or common place. People of all religions and ideologies 
come together and no one is left out. The gathering starts with inter- 
religious prayers and songs. Afterwords people discuss the various 
needs of the community and chalk out plans for meeting some of the 
needs. May be it is to help a bright but extremely poor student in his 
college studies, the thatching of the roof of a man, the treatment of 
a poor woman or something like that. This kind of dialogue of life 
is very successful wherever it has been begun. People participate in 
it very enthusiastically. When people come to know each other there 
is less likelihood to fight the other on some narrow pretext or other. 
Whenever there is tension wise persons step in to diffuse tension and 
create an atmosphere of understanding, mutual recognition and 
acceptance. 


In a pluralistic society like India all programmes on dialogue 
should be integrated with the socio-economic, cultural-religious life 
of the people. Such programs should lead to a new healthy society *- 
where respect for all religions“and sharing of spiritual goods for the 
good of all can be realised. Thése programs are conducted having in 
mind the totality of human life in all its aspects. 


ES 
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VOTE OF THANKS 
THIRU. SUBRAMANIYAM 


When I was asked to propose vote of thanks for all those 
who contributed their time and energy for the success of this great 
Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998, 1 consider it a great privilege 
and accepted it whole heatedly. With regard to this Saammelana 
which is unique in its own way, I am sure, it is not a mere ceremony, 
usually taking place at the end of every seminar or conference, but 
it is a mutual recognition and appreciation of religious fellowship 
and the spirit of “Unity in Diversity’ that prevailed throughout the 
Sammelana. For this unique opportunity which we enjoyed through- 
out these three days irrespective of caste and creed let us first and 
foremost thank the Almighty God who brought us together from the 
various parts of our country. 


On behalf of the organizers and well wishers I express my 
sincere thanks to His Excellency Khurshed Alam Khan, Governor 
of Karnataka for inaugurating the Sarva-Dharma-Sammemela 
1988. In his inaugural address he referred to many Religious | 
Scriptures and Spiritual Leaders and encouraged the participants to 
get inspiration from them for the promotion of religious and com- 
munal harmony in our country. 


Most Rev. Gali Bali, Chairman for Yesu Krist Jayanti 2000, 
welcomed the dignitaries, resource persons and the participants of 
the Sammelana. In his welcome address he expressed the hope that 
this Sammelana will be a one more mile-stone in the history of 
Interreligious Dialogue for building up our nation in solidarity, in 
peace and in harmony. Our heartfelt thanks to his Lordship for his 
inspiring words of welcome. 


We very much appreciate Most Rev. Michael L. Fitzgerald 
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who came all the way from Vatican to represent the Pontificial 
Council for Interreligious Dialogue and for his enriching Keynote 
Address which indeed set the ball rolling on the right direction. He 
assured all of us that if people of different religions come together, 
the new Millennium will have greater hope. Thank you very much 
dear bishop for your words of encouragement. 


We are really privileged to have in our midst Most. Rev. 
Alan de Lastic, Archbishop of Delhi and the president of Catholic 
Bishop Conference of India, and thank him most sincerely for his 
presidential address during the Inaugural Function. 


Our sincere and heartfelt thanks to all the resource persons 
Dr. S.M. Pandya, Dr. K. Hussain, Acharya John Sachidanand, Prof. 
Dr. V.K. Jain, Ven. Geshe Damdul Namgyal, Dr. A. Pushparajan, 
Dr. A.K. Merchant and Prof. Bharati G. Parekh for clear and non 
judgemental insights. 


Most Rev. George Punnakottil, Bishop of Kothamangalam 
and the Chairman to the Commission for Ecumenism and Dialogue, 
Catholic Bishops’ conference of India deserves a special thanks for 
encouraging the Commission Secretary Fr. A. Suresh to organize 
the Sarva-Dharma Sammelana 1998. The Commission has 
organized the whole programme very systematically. This made the 
whole National Assembly a hundred percent success. We look 
forward to the Commission for Ecumenism and Dialogue to organize 
such beautiful Inter-Faith gatherings in future. Our sincere thanks 
to Bishop Punnakottil and Fr. Suresh. 


Our thanks to Fr. Jacob Theckenath, Director of National, 
Biblical, Catechetical and Liturgical Centre (NBCLC) for giving 
this nice place to organize this Sammelana and the minute care he 
has taken to make us all happy during our stay here. Thanks to the 
staff of the NBCLC for their generous help and availability. 


We also thank the students for their cultural programmes 
with the theme fitting to the occasion and made the evenings very 
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enjoyable and meaningful. Our thanks to Fr. Michael and the Bud- 
dhist monks who helped us for morning prayer and meditation. 


Our special thanks to the drafting committee who worked 
tirelessly to bring out a comprehensive statement from the 
contribution made by the resource persons and the participants during 
the Panel discussions and the workshop sessions. 


The last but not the least are the participants who showed 


genuine interest and made the Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana a 
successful event. Thanks for each and everyone of you. 
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CONCLUDING PRAYER 


MAKE ME AN INSTRUMENT OF YOUR PEACE 


My Lord and my God, make me 
an instrument of your peace. 


Where there is Aatred. 

let me bring love; 

Where there is gui/t, pardon; 

Where there is dissension, union; 

Where there is darkness, faith; 

Where there is despair, hope; 
Wherethere is error, truth; 

Where there is sadness, joy and comfort. 


My Lord and my God, grant 

that I may not so much seek 

to be understood, as to understand; 
to be loved, as to love. 


Make me experience 

that in giving, I receive; 

that in pardoning, I am pardoned; 
that in dying, I have Life. 


-St. Francis of Assisi 
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MEMBERS REGISTERED FOR 
SARVA-DHARMA SAMMELANA 1998 


Vatican 


l. 


Most Rev. Michael Fitzgerald 
Secretary, Pontifical Council 
for Interreligious Dialogue 


Agra Region 
(U.P. & Rajasthan) 


Mr. & Mrs. Lalit Mohan Singh 
Pro. L.B. Tirupathi 

Mr. Denis Paul 

Mr. Mohammad Kaiser 

Dr. Ashrak Ahmed Ansar 
R.K. Gaur 

Prof. Ram Naresh Choudhary 
Fr. Jerome 

Fr. George Koovackal 
Aacharya Shardkuma Sadha 
Fr. M. Santiago 

Fr. Vincent Nazereth 

Mr. A.K. Mishra 

Fr. Robert Quadras 

Fr. Jose Akkara 

Fr. Christanand Leo 

Dr. D.G.A. Khan 

Fr. Sebastian Pantaladi 
Mrs. Sayeeda Raj 

Mr. Sandeep Singhatvadia 
Fr. Prasad Kuzhively 


Sr. Scholastica 
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Andhra Pradesh Region 


49. 


Most Rev. Gali Bali 
Acharya John Sachidanand 
Mr. Narasimha Das 

Mr. [VS Murthy 

Mr. Anil Rao 

Sr. Lilly Mathew 

Mr. A.H. Mossvi 

Mr. V.V.S. Sarma 

Mr. P.K. Jindal 

Mujahind Hussain 

Dr. B.F. Showraya 

Mr. B. Showri Reddy 

Mr. Laxikanth 

Mr. P. Krishna Moorthy 
Fr. C.H. Maria Das 

Fr. Y. Joyi 

Mr. & Mrs. Narsimha Das 
Fr. Shoury 

Mr. S.A. Jabbar 

Pasapala Syed Saheb 
Pandit Syed Hassan Ahmed Haji 
Nanank Singh Nishter 

Mr. B. Thomas 

Sr. Claudette Miranada 
Dr. Vittal Rajan 

Mr. D. Abraham 


Bengal Region 


50. 


Fr. Fabian Toppo 
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1. Mr. Dipankar Das 
52. Fr. Sunil Rosario 
53. Mr. Uousuf Quaderi 
54. Prof. Ms. A. Roy 
55. Mr. Dilip Gomes 
56. Sr. Regina Mair 
57. Fr. Soosai Manickam 


Bihar Region 

58. Sidhartha Nagaarjun 
59. Smt. Sabitri Das 

60. Er. Ramanuj Singh 

61. Ven. Bhikkhu Kashyap 
62. Gul Firoze Khan 

63. Alok Toppo 

64. Ms. Sudha Rani 

65. Mr. D’Cruz 

66. Fr. Mathew Chemplany 


Karnataka Region 

67. His E. Khurshed Alam Khan 
(Governor of Karnataka) 

68. Most Rev. Joseph D’Silva 

69. Ven. Geshe Damdul Namgyal 

70. Prof. Bharathi G. Parekh 

71. Dr. K. Hussain 

72. Prof. Dr. V.K. Jain 

73. Mr. N.V. Bathya 

74. Mrs. Elizebath Paul 

75. Sr. Valerian 

76. Sr. Scholastica 

77. Gautam 

78. Mrs. Lorna Fernandes 

79. A. Suriya Narayana 

80. Fr. Jose Kuttianimattathil 

81. Prof. M.M. Nadéf 
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89. 
. Sarah Aboobacker 
. Thupten Chosang 
_ Lobsang Choephel 


110 
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114. 
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116. 


Prof. John Bellary 


_ Dr. B.S. Hiremutt 
_ Fr. Maxim Rasquinha 


Mr. Charles Fernandes 
Nagaraj M. Lakkimar 
Tenzin Gyaltsen 
Tenzin Dhunyoe 

Smt. Zarana Nawaz 
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_ Sr. Iona Masquitta 
. Tenzin Yangdon 
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Sonam Sichoe 


_ S$. Abdul Khader 
100. 
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Mrs. Rani David 

Mr. G.R. Anand 

Mr. M.R. Noranha 
Fr. Mark Gonsalves 
Mrs. Nirmala Vincent 
Mr. M. Appa Roa 
Mr. Bharat Kapadia 
Mr. Syed Akra 
Suganta Sathiyaraj 
M.G.S. Ramu 
Bhaktavachala 

Mr. Narayana K.S. 
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Mrs. Indu Rajagopalan 
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Dr. F.L. Vardya 


Ms. Yasmin Siwani 
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Dr. T. Hegde 
Mr. Ramesh Vardya 
Mrs. Ramesh Vardya 


150. 
151. 


Fr. Sebastian Painadath 
Fr. Albert Nambiaparambil 


Madhya Pradesh 


120. Mr. C.U. Bhaskar 3 

, 152. Most Rev. 
121. Mr. Patrick Castelino Theophatel niinicninaél 
122. Mr. K.M. Veerabhadriah 153. Baba Allies 
123. Ms. Judith Mascarenhas 154. Fr. George Kochumurry 
124. Prof. N.S. Ramasamy 155. Mr. Yusuf Raja 
125. Dr. A.J. Ansari 156. “Nae: Ree 
126. Mr. J.Suhas 157. Sardar Nirmal Singh Chabra 
127. Mr. & Mrs. Mohan Manje 158. Fre We Thomas 
128. Sr. Raulipe 159. Mr. & Mrs. Kulkarni Mukund 
129... Sr. Margaret Cruz 160. Mr. & Mrs. Manohar Dev 
130. Jacintha Jojappa 161. Mr. & Mrs. Chandrashekar 
131. Miss. Revathi K. Puthram Dagaonkar 
132. Fr. Paul Puthanangady 162. Mr. & Mrs. Dr. Farooqui 
133. Fr. Jacob Theckanath 163. Bulakh Sharad Chandra 
134. Dr. Ali Khwajs 164. Fr. Nediakalayil Varghese 
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173. Mr. Sunil Bhakare 

143. Mr. Manmohan Thomas 
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145. Mr. Abdul Karim 174. Most Rev. Alan de Lastic 
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147. Mr. Nanoj Vincent 176. Fr. Prem Anand 
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Appendix - II 


FOLLOW-UP ACTION 


From the suggestions received from the 
participants of Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998 


At the Grassroot or District Level: 


Every district must have a cell for I.R.D. to 
promote religious and communal harmony at the 
grossroot level. 


Distribution of religious literature pertaining to 
various faiths in local language for proper 
understanding of different faiths. 


More interreligious gatherings should be organized at 
the local levels so that people of different faith can 
meet each other and learn from one another. 


Formation of harmony committees consisting of all 
religious leaders. 


Strengthening the exiting inter-faith group by meeting 
at least once in 3 months and steadily building up 
the group with additional members. 


Small units of like-minded persons from all faiths 
should be formed to discuss local and national issues. 


Schools can organize inter-faith prayers during the 
morning assembly on important occasions. Introducing 


all religions in schools could be a part of value 
education. 


Visiting families in the neighbourhood and contacting 
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heads of all faiths to form basic human communities and 
inter-faith committees. 


At the State Level: 
Good net-working is the need of the hour. 


At least once in 6 months there should be sharing 
and input sessions to strengthen the unity and work 
out the plan of action. 


Committees to coordinate the grassroot and district 
level activities and organize state level programmes. 


Whenever there are communal conflicts and tensions 
people of good-will can come together to work for 
peace and harmony. 


Promote a culture of tolerance and dialogue at all 
levels of life. Accept the identity of each religion and 
respect the differences. 


Sub-meetings once in six months at different venues. 


Using mass media for promoting harmony in the 
state. 


Once a year Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana could be 
organized at the state level for the meeting of the 
members of the different dialogue cells of the state 
for further harmony and cooperative action. 


At the National Level: 


Recent National Inter-Faith Assembly should lead to 
a strong national network with all the inter-faith 
centres and movements in India. 


It is better to organize now and then a national 
level seminar or sammelana or study session or 
animation programme etc. 
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Inter-Religious awareness should be brought out 
through T.V., Radio and other mass media. 


The meaning and the significance of all Religious 
Scriptures should be explained through mass media. 


A high level forum consisting of all religious heads 
and leaders from all over India to be formed to 
organize programmes at national level. 


Representatives from State level committees and some 
of the able committed persons from those who attended 
Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998 at Bangalore can 
constitute the national body. 


Meet at least once.a year to dwell on national issues 
on harmony. 


The committee at national level should coordinate the 
activities of the state committees. 


The participants of Sarva-Dharma-Sammelana 1998 
should take a lead and give guidelines to others. 


Expectations from the CBCI Commission for 
Interreligious Dialogue: 


Encouragement 
Training people to have a new vision. 


The CBCI Commission can do something concretely 
for the formation of the people in the line of 
Interreligious Dialogue at diocesan/district levels. 


It should continue its efforts and initiatives to 
promote Inter-Faith dialogue in India and organize 
more meetings for harmony among religions. 


To get more Bishops involved and through them 
getting more priests for Inter-faith Dialogue. 
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- The CBCI Commission should provide resource persons, 
literature, audio/video cassettes etc.on Intereligious 
Dialogue to the district and state level groups. 


- It should act as an inspirational agency and facilitator 
motivating local initiatives. 


—  Itis good to establish relationship with other interreligious 
groups working at national level. 


- CBCI commission to convene the meeting of all religious 
heads at the national/state level to create an atmosphere 
that is required for selfless service to the upliftment 
of poor and oppressed section of the people. 
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Most Rev. George Punnakottil 
Chairman, CBCI Commission for Ecumenism & Dialogue 
gives the concluding Message 


Buddhist Meditation & Prayer 


Onthe Occasion of Yesufrist Jayanti-2000 
Organized by the CBC! Comission, © Interreligious Dialogue 
28-30 November 199 L@angalore- 560084 
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Occasion of Yesu Krist Jayanti-2000 
1€ CBC! Commission for Inte: iig,0us Dialogue 
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